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The immense pantheon of Hindu deities 
has always included innumerable 
goddesses, and goddesses and godess 
worship has long been a significant aspect 
of the Hindu religious tradition. Indeed, 
no other living religious tradition has 
displayed such an ancient, continuous, and 
diverse history of goddess worship.David 
Kinsley sorts out the rich yet often chaotic 
history of Hindu goddess worship in a study 
that surveys the most important goddesses 
in the Hindu religious tradition. 

It is a work of considerable breadth. 
Kinsley not only describes the main 
appearances and roles of the goddesses 
he has selected but also interprets the 
significance of each goddess within 
Hinduism and shows how she has come to 
exemplify important truths within the 
Hindu tradition. Each goddess is dealt 
with as an independent deity with a 
coherent mythology, theology and, in some 
cases, cult of her own.There are separate 
chapters devoted to LaksmI, Parvatl, 
Sarasvatl, Slta, Radha, Durga, Kali, and 
Mahadevl. Other chapters deal with 
goddess in vedic literature, goddesses 
associated with geographical features (such 
as Gaiiga, who identified with the Ganges 
River), The Matrkas (a group of goddesses 
collectively known as the mothers), the ten 
Mahavidyas (a group of goddesses 
particularly important in Tantrism), and 
the village goddesses. Each chapter is 
complete in itself, and the book also 
includes an excellent bibliography. Hindu 
Goddesses is a valuable sourcebook and 
reference work for students and scholars of 
Hindu goddesses and of Hinduism in 
general. Within the complex, diverse, and 
rich goddess traditions of Hinduism, one 
can find suggestions of nearly every 
important theme in the Hindu religion. 
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INTRODUCTION 


One of the most striking characteristics of the ancient and multi¬ 
faceted Hindu religious tradition is the importance of goddess worship. 
A considerable number of goddesses are known in the earliest Hindu 
scriptures, the Vedic hymns. In contemporary Hinduism the number 
and popularity of goddesses are remarkable. No other living religious 
tradition displays such an ancient, continuous, and diverse history of 
goddess worship. The Hindu tradition provides the richest source of 
mythology, theology, and worship available to students interested in 
goddesses. 

Although there are several books on the history of goddesses iiv In¬ 
dia, 1 there is still need for a survey of Hindu goddesses which not only 
describes their main appearances and roles but also interprets the signifi¬ 
cance of each goddess within Hinduism. Some studies have sought 
to apply this kind of approach to an individual goddess, 2 but to my 
knowledge there is no study that attempts to describe and interpret all of 
the central Hindu goddesses. My approach in this book is to provide 
portraits of the most important goddesses of the Hindu pantheon. I have 
tried to suggest some of the history of each goddess, to summarize her 
most important myths and roles, and to show how she illustrates impor¬ 
tant Hindu (or human) truths. Although common themes occur in the 
myths, iconography, and functions of several of the goddesses treated in 
this book, each portrait is intended to be complete and to be appreciated 
by itself. The book need not be read in its entirety by people interested 
in just one or two of the Hindu goddesses. My intention is to provide 
a sourcebook on Hindu goddesses for students of the Hindu tradition 
and for those interested in goddesses in general. 

The book also seeks to be a sourcebook for the growing study of 
women and religion. In recent years, especially in North America, con¬ 
siderable interest has developed in this field. A whole new area of reli¬ 
gious studies now focuses on the ways in which women are perceived in 
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traditional religions and on the status of women within those religions. 
The importance of goddesses in these traditions is of particular interest 
to people studying this field. While this book does not attempt to rethink 
female self-perception in the West in light of Hindu goddesses,' 1 hope 
that it will make Hindu visions of the feminine accessible to those inter¬ 
ested in such pursuits. 

This book does not pretend to be exhaustive on the subject of god¬ 
desses in Hinduism. The number of goddesses in contemporary Hinduism 
alone is simply overwhelming. Nor does it pretend to be exhaustive of 
any of the particular goddesses who are included. Most of the ones 1 dis¬ 
cuss have been known and widely worshiped for hundreds of years, 
some of them for thousands of years. Rather, this book seeks to repre¬ 
sent the nature and diversity of goddess worship in Hinduism and to 
include all of the most important Hindu goddesses. 

My primary sources have been literary and to some extent icon- 
ographical. I am aware that my views of the divine feminine in Hindu¬ 
ism may thus be slanted in the direction of the so-called great tradition, 
namely, the tradition that is high caste, educated, and predominantly 
male. In many cases, however, the only information that we have on 
some goddesses and on certain aspects of other goddesses, or the only 
information that we have from the past, is found in such sources. The 
chapter on village goddesses, which draws on the work of anthropolo¬ 
gists and sociologists, suggests a quite different vision of the divine femi¬ 
nine from those visions underlying the great goddesses of the Hindu 
pantheon. Nevertheless, this book is out of necessity weighted toward 
the literary stream of the Hindu tradition, which tends to ignore or look 
with suspicion on popular worship, in which goddesses are widely 
revered. 

This book does not try to present the material on goddesses in 
a historical or chronological way. Although I begin the book by discuss¬ 
ing the evidence for goddess worship in Vedic literature and close the 
study with a treatment of village goddesses which suggests a look at the 
modern situation, the order in which I treat the most important Hindu 
goddesses is not meant to suggest a historical sequence. Only in very 
general terms is there a discernible historical progression. The earliest 
evidence of goddess worship in Hinduism is discussed first. The main 
sources here are Vedic texts. In these sources no goddesses of great pop¬ 
ularity or prominence appear. This situation persists in the Hindu liter¬ 
ary tradition till after the epic period. Sometime around the fifth or sixth 
century a.d., however, several goddesses suddenly appear in icon- 
ographic and literary sources in situations of great importance, which 
indicates an acceptance (or resurgence) of goddess worship in the Hindu 
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tradition. All the individual goddesses that I discuss in the book (with 
the possible exception of Radha) are important from that period to the 
present: SrI-Lak$mT, ParvatT, Sarasvatl, Slta, Durga, Kali, the Matrkas, 
and such geographical goddesses as Ganga. The central focus of the 
book is on these goddesses, and chapters treating them form the bulk of 
the work. The chapters on geographical goddesses, groups of goddesses, 
and village goddesses shift the focus of the book toward the present and 
rely more on the work of contemporary observers of Hinduism. Only in 
this limited way, then, might the book be seen to have a very general 
historical or developmental character. 

My interest in Hindu goddesses dates to 1968, when I went to India 
to undertake doctoral research on the worship, mythology, and theol¬ 
ogy of Kr$na. During that year in India I was struck by the number 
of goddesses popular in Bengal, by my lack of knowledge about them, 
and also by the central role that Radha played in Bengal Vai$navism. 
My first systematic attempt to study a Hindu goddess focused on 
Kall.‘ ; Despite her popularity in the Hindu tradition, very little scholarly 
research had been done on her. I have found a similar absence of re¬ 
search on other important and popular Hindu goddesses. 

I doubt whether this state of affairs results from an inherent male 
chauvinism among scholars of Hinduism, because a similar gap has 
existed until recently with regard to most male deities of the Hindu pan¬ 
theon as well. Perhaps the situation is simply a reflection of what schol¬ 
ars of Hinduism, both Western and Indian, have found interesting and 
worthy of study. Until recently what was called popular Hinduism did 
not seem worthy of scholarly attention. Vedic literature and the philo¬ 
sophic schools of the Hindu tradition, in particular, dominated the inter¬ 
ests of students of the Hindu religious tradition. Perhaps it seemed to 
scholars that there was little connection between the philosophic systems 
of the Hindu tradition and the beliefs, myths, and rituals that occupy the 
lives of most Hindus. In some cases, I suppose, there is little in common. 
But it seems clear to me that in most cases popular Hinduism expresses 
central truths of the Hindu tradition. 

The goddesses, who are usually associated with popular Hinduism, 
often illustrate important ideas of the Hindu tradition, ideas that under¬ 
lie the great Hindu philosophic visions. Several goddesses, for example, 
are unambiguously identified with or called prakrti, a central notion in 
most philosophic systems. Prakrti denotes physical (as opposed to spiri¬ 
tual) reality. It is nature in all its complexity, orderliness, and intensity. 
The identification of a particular goddess with prakrti is a commentary 
on her nature. At the same time, descriptions of her nature and behavior 
are a commentary on the Hindu understanding of physical reality. 
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Other goddesses express and explore the nature of devotion and the 
divine-human relationship. Rada and Slta, in particular, are important 
examples of devotional models in the Hindu tradition and suggest a sig¬ 
nificant feminine dimension to devotion as understood in Hinduism. 
LaksmI expresses Hindu thinking about kingship and the relationship of 
the ruler to the fertility of the world. The many goddesses associated 
with geographical features of the Indian subcontinent suggest Hindu 
thinking about the relationship between sacred space and spiritual 
liberation. 

Most goddesses in their mythologies and natures also express Hindu 
thinking about sexual roles and relationships. Indeed, goddess mythol¬ 
ogy to a great extent is probably a means by which the Hindu tradition 
has thought about sexual roles and sexual identity. Many goddess myths 
seem to take particular delight in casting females in roles that appear 
contrary to the social roles of females as described in the Dhartna-sas- 
tras, the Hindu books on law and society. Several goddesses are cast in 
untraditional, "masculine" roles that express unconventional, perhaps 
even experimental, thinking about sexual roles. 

Other goddesses, in their myths and personalities, express central 
tensions that characterize the Hindu tradition. The best example is the 
mythology of the goddess Parvati, in which the tension between 
dharma, the human tendency to uphold and refine the social and 
physical order, and moksa, the human longing to transcend all social 
and physical limitations, is explored in the relationship between Parvati 
and Siva. 

Although the truths underlying the goddesses may tend to be more 
world-affirming, more supportive of the emphasis in Hinduism on 
dharma, whereas the philosophic systems, especially Advaita Vedanta, 
tend to support the moksa thrust of the tradition, the great variety of 
goddesses allows one to find in their mythology and worship expressions 
of almost every important Hindu theme. In short, a study of Hindu god¬ 
desses is not so much a study of one aspect of the Hindu tradition as it is 
a study of the Hindu tradition itself. 

Throughout this book I have tried to resist the theological assump¬ 
tion found in much scholarship on Hindu goddesses that all female dei¬ 
ties in the Hindu tradition are different manifestations of an underlying 
feminine principle or an overarching great goddess. There are, indeed, 
certain Hindu texts, myths, and traditions that assert this position un¬ 
ambiguously. But to assume that every Hindu goddess in every situation 
is a manifestation of one great goddess prevents us from viewing such 
goddesses as Lak$ml, Parvati, and Radha as deities containing indi¬ 
vidually coherent mythologies, theologies, and meanings of their own. 
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Hindu goddesses are very different from one another. Some have 
strong maternal natures, whereas others are completely devoid of mater¬ 
nal characteristics. Some have strong, independent natures and are great 
warriors; others are domestic in nature and closely identified with male 
deities. Some Hindu goddesses are associated with the wild, untamed 
fringes of civilization; others are the very embodiment of art and 
culture. Although the centrality of a great goddess is clear in some texts 
and although this goddess does tend to include within her many-faceted 
being most important Hindu goddesses, 5 her presence is not indicated in 
the majority of texts that speak of Hindu goddesses. 

The case of the male gods of the Hindu pantheon is similar. 
Although some texts, philosophic systems, and traditions insist that all 
gods are actually manifestations of one god, or one ultimate reality, 
most texts, myths, cults, and traditions understand such deities as Siva, 
Vi$nu, Brahma, Rama, Kr$na, Skanda, Surya, and Ganesa as individ¬ 
ually significant gods whose coherent mythologies and theologies are 
quite unrelated to an overarching great god. Scholars have long recog¬ 
nized this and have written about the male deities as individual beings. 
Why should we not do the same thing for the many Hindu goddesses? I 
think that we should, and this is the approach that I have followed in 
this book. 



1 

GODDESSES IN 
VEDIC LITERATURE 


The Hindu tradition affirms Vedic literature as the foundation, the 
sacred source, of Hinduism. This body of literature, which is exceed¬ 
ingly vast and varied, is held to be eternal and alone is classed as sruti, 
that which is heard,” or revelation . 1 It is therefore important to survey 
this literature even though goddesses do not play a central role in the 
religion that is central to these texts. Another important reason for look¬ 
ing at Vedic literature is that some scholars have argued that the great 
goddesses of later Hinduism are in fact the same beings mentioned in the 
Vedas, only with new names . 2 

The Rg-veda, the oldest and most important Vedic text for a study 
of goddesses, is a collection of mantras, or hymns, celebrating deities, 
divine presences, or powers. The hymns were sung by rsis, great sages 
who the Hindu tradition affirms did not compose the hymns but heard 
them directly and then transmitted them, probably in a cultic, sacrificial 
context. The beings who are celebrated in the hymns of the rsis are 
numerous and diverse. The Rg-vedic pantheon, moreover, seems highly 
unstructured, and it is difficult to reconstruct a coherent Indo-Aryan 
mythology on the basis of the Rg-veda, which is primarily interested not 
in describing the mythological deeds of the deities but in praising the 
gods in a ritual context—a ritual context that unfortunately is also diffi¬ 
cult to deduce in any detail. 

It is clear nevertheless, that a few deities dominated Rg-vedic re- 
ig io n. Agm, Soma, and Indra, all male deities are praised repeatedly 
roughout the Rg-veda and are the most important gods if frequency of 
occurrence in the hymns is any measure of their significance. Such gods 
as Vanina, Mitra, Surya, Brhaspati, Visvakarman, and Tva$tr are also 
fairly significant male powers. Although many goddesses are mentioned 
in the Rg-veda, none is as central to the Rg-vedic vision of reality as 
Agni, Soma, or Indra, and only U§as among the goddesses could be con- 
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sidered on a par with the male deities of the second rank. We should 
therefore keep in mind while studying the goddesses in the Rg-veda that 
although there are many female deities they do not, either individually 
or collectively, represent the "center" of Rg-vedic religion. In most cases 
they are mentioned infrequently and must have played minor roles com¬ 
pared to the great male gods of the Rg-veda. 


USAS 

In the Rg-veda the goddess U$as is consistently associated with and 
often identified with the dawn. She reveals herself in the daily coming of 
light to the world. A young maiden, drawn in a hundred chariots (1.48), 
she brings forth light and is followed by the sun (Surya), who urges her 
onward (3.61). She is praised for driving away, or is petitioned to drive 
away, the oppressive darkness (7.78; 6.64; 10.172). She is asked to chase 
away evil demons, to send them far away (8.47.13). As the dawn, she is 
said to rouse all life, to set all things in motion, and to send people off to 
do their duties (1.48, 92). She sets the curled-up sleepers on their way to 
offer their sacrifices and thus renders service to the other gods (1.113). 
U$as gives strength and fame (1.44). She is that which impels life and is 
associated with the breath and life of all living creatures (1.48). She 
is associated with or moves with rta, cosmic, social, and moral order 
(3.61; 7.75). As the regularly recurring dawn she reveals and participates 
in cosmic order and is the foe of chaotic forces that threaten the world 
(1.113.12). 

U§as is generally an auspicious goddess associated with light (6.64) 
and wealth. She is often likened to a cow. In Rg-veda 1.92 she is called 
the mother of cows and, like a cow that yields its udder for the benefit of 
people, so U§as bares her breasts to bring light for the benefit of human¬ 
kind (3.58; 4.5). Although U$as is usually described as a young and 
beautiful maiden, she is also called the mother of the gods (1.113.12) and 
the Asvins (3.39.3), a mother by her petitioners (7.81), she who tends all 
things like a good matron (1.48), and goddess of the hearth (6.64). 

U$as observes all that people do, especially as she is associated with 
the light that uncovers everything from darkness and with rta , moral as 
well as cosmic order. She is said to be the eye of the gods (7.75). She is 
known as she who sees all, but she is rarely invoked to forgive human 
transgressions. It is more typical to invoke her to drive away or punish 
one's enemies. Finally, U§as is known as the goddess, reality, or presence 
that wears away youth (7.75). She is described as a skilled huntress who 
wastes away the lives of people (1.92). In accordance with the ways of 
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rta, she wakes all living things but does not disturb the person who 
sleeps in death. As the recurring dawn, U§as is not only celebrated for 
bringing light from darkness. She is also petitioned to grant long life, as 
she is a constant reminder of people's limited time on earth (7.77). She is 
the mistress or marker of time. 


PRTHIVI 


The goddess Prthivi is nearly always associated with the earth, the 
terrestrial sphere where human beings live. In the Rg-veda, furthermore, 
she is almost always coupled with Dyaus, the male deity associated with 
the sky. So interdependent are these two deities in the Rg-veda that 
Prthivi is rarely addressed alone but almost always as part of the dual 
compound dydvdprthivi, sky-earth. Together they are said to kiss the 
center of the world (1.185.5). They sanctify each other in their com¬ 
plementary relationship (4.56.6). Together they are said to be the 
universal parents who created the world (1.159) and the gods (1.185). As 
might be expected, Dyaus is often called father and Prthivi mother. 
There is the implication that once upon a time the two were closely 
joined but were subsequently parted at Varuna's decree (6.70). They 
come together again when Dyaus fertilizes the earth (Prthivi) with rain 
although in some cases it is said that together they provide abundant 
ram (4.56); it is not clear to what extent Prthivi should be exclusively 
associated with the earth alone and not the sky as well. 

In addition to her maternal, productive characteristics Prthivi 
usua y along with Dyaus in the Rg-veda) is praised for her supportive 
na ure. he is frequently called firm, she who upholds and supports all 
1 185) ’ SHe encom P asses a11 things (6.70), is broad and wide 
11.185) and is motionless (1.185), although elsewhere she is said to 
move freely (5.84). Prthivi, with Dyaus, is often petitioned for wealth 
r.c es and power (6.70), and the waters they produce together are 
escribed as fat, full, nourishing, and fertile (1.22). They are also peti- 
loned to protect people from danger, to expiate sin (1.185), and to bring 
appmess (10.63). Together they represent a wide, firm realm of abun- 

stren Ce uT d a L realm P ervaded by order (rta), which they 

strengthen and nourish (1.159). They are unwasting, inexhaustible, and 

nchm germs (6. 7 °). l n a funeral hymn the dead one is asked to go now 

to the lap of his mother earth, Prthivi, who is described as gracious and 

kind, one is asked not to press down too heavily upon the dead person 

“ C ° ver him S entl y' as a m °ther covers her child with her skirt 
UU.18.10-12). 



GODDESSES IN VEDIC LITERATURE 


9 


The most extended hymn in praise of PrthivI in Vedic literature is 
found in the Atharva-veda (12.1). The hymn is dedicated to PrthivI 
alone, and no mention is made of Dyaus. The mighty god Indra is her 
consort (1.6) and protects her from all danger (12.1.11,18). Vi$nu strides 
over her (12.1.10), and Parjanya, Prajapati, and Visvakarma all either 
protect her, provide for her, or are her consort. Agni is said to pervade 
her (12.1.19). Despite these associations with male deities, however, the 
hymn makes clear that PrthivI is a great deity in her own right. The 
hymn repeatedly emphasizes Prthivl's fertility. She is the source of all 
plants, especially crops, and also nourishes all creatures that live upon 
her. She is described as patient and strong (12.1.29), supporting the 
wicked and the good, the demons and the gods. She is frequently 
addressed as mother and is asked to pour forth milk as a mother does for 
a son. She is called a nurse to all living things (12.1.4), and her breasts 
are full of nectar. The singer of the hymn asks PrthivI to produce her 
breasts to him so that he might enjoy a long life. PrthivI is also said to 
manifest herself in the scent of women and men, to be the luck and light 
in men, and to be the splendid energy of maids (12.1.25). 

In sum, PrthivI is a stable, fertile, benign presence in Vedic litera¬ 
ture. She is addressed as a mother, and it is clear that those who praise 
her see her as a warm, nursing goddess who provides sustenance to all 
those who move upon her firm, broad expanse. The Rg-veda nearly 
always links her with the male god Dyaus, but in the Atharva-veda and 
later Vedic literature she emerges as an independent being. 


ADITI 

Although the goddess Aditi is mentioned nearly eighty times in the 
Rg-veda, it is difficult to gain a clear picture of her nature. She is usually 
mentioned along with other gods or goddesses, there is no one hymn 
addressed exclusively to her, and unlike many other Vedic deities she is 
not obviously associated with some natural phenomenon. Compared to 
U$as and PrthivI, her character seems ill defined. She is virtually feature¬ 
less physically. 

Perhaps the most outstanding attribute of Aditi is her motherhood. 
She is preeminently the mother of the Adityas, a group of seven or eight 
gods which includes Mitra, Aryaman, Bhaga, Varuna, Dak§a, and Amsa 
(2.27.1). Aditi is also said to be the mother of the great god Indra, the 
mother of kings (2.27), and the mother of the gods (1.113.19). Unlike 
PrthivI, however, whose motherhood is also central to her nature, Aditi 
does not have a male consort in the Rg-veda. 
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As a mothering presence, Aditi is often asked to guard the one who 
petitions her (1.106.7; 8.18.6) or to provide him or her with wealth, 
safety, and abundance (10.100; 1.94.15). Appropriate to her role as a 
mother, Aditi is sometimes associated with or identified as a cow. As 
a cow she provides nourishment, and as the cosmic cow her milk is iden¬ 
tified with the redemptive, invigorating drink soma (1.153.3). 

The name Aditi is derived from the root da (to bind or fetter) and 
suggests another aspect of her character. As a-diti, she is the unbound, 
free one, and it is evident in the hymns to her that she is often called 
upon to free the petitioner from different hindrances, especially sin and 
sickness (2.27.14). In one hymn she is asked to free a petitioner who is 
tied up like a thief (8.67.14). In this role as the one who binds and 
loosens Aditi is similar in function to Varuna, who in fact is one of her 
sons. Aditi thus plays the role of guardian of rta, the cosmic-moral 
order. As such she is called a supporter of creatures (1.136). She sup¬ 
ports creatures by providing or enforcing rta , those ordinances or 
rhythms that delineate order from chaos. 

Aditi is also called widely expanded (5.46.6) and extensive, the mis¬ 
tress of wide stalls (8.67.12), and in this respect one is reminded of 
PrthivT. In fact, Aditi and PrthivT become virtually identified in the 
Brahmanas . 3 


SARASVATl 

The close association between natural phenomena and such Vedic 
goddesses as U$as and PrthivT is also seen in the goddess SarasvatT, who 
is associated with a particular river. Although scholars have debated 
precisely which river she was identified with in Vedic times (the Sara- 
svatT River of that period has since disappeared), in the Rg-veda her 
most important characteristics are those of a particular mighty river. In¬ 
deed, at times it is not clear whether a goddess or a river is being praised; 
many references hail the SarasvatT River as a mighty goddess. 

SarasvatT is called mighty and powerful. Her waves are said to 
break down mountains, and her flood waters are described as roaring 
(6.61.2, 8). She is said to surpass all waters in greatness, to be ever ac¬ 
tive, and to be great among the great. She is said to be inexhaustible, 
having her source in the celestial ocean (7.95.1-2; 5.43.11). She is clearly 
no mere river but a heaven-sent stream that blesses the earth. Indeed, 
she is said to pervade the triple creation of earth, atmosphere, and the 
celestial regions (6.61.11-12). 

She is praised for the fertility she brings the earth. She is praised or 
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petitioned for wealth, vitality, children, nourishment, and immortality, 
and as such she is called subhaga (bountiful). As a fecund, bountiful 
presence, she is called mother, the best of mothers (2.41.16). As a nour¬ 
ishing, maternal goddess, she is described in terms similar to Prthivi: she 
quickens life, is the source of vigor and strength, and provides good luck 
and material well-being to those whom she blesses. In one particular 
hymn she is called upon by unmarried men who yearn for sons. They 
ask to enjoy her breast that is swollen with streams and to receive from 
her food and progeny (7.96.4-6; 1.164.49). She is sometimes petitioned 
for protection and in this aspect is called a sheltering tree (7.95.5) and an 
iron fort (7.95.1), neither image being particularly fluvial. 

Sarasvati is also closely related to Vedic cult, both as a participant 
in or witness of the cult and as a guardian of the cult. She is invoked 
with and associated with the sacrificial goddesses Ida and Bharat! and 
with the goddesses Mah! and Hotra, who are associated with prayer 
(7.37.11; 10.65.13). She is said to destroy those who revile the gods and 
to be a slayer of Vrtra, a demon of chaos. 

Sarasvati is described particularly as a purifying presence (1.3.10). 
Her waters cleanse poison from men (6.61.3). Along with rivers and 
floods in general, she cleanses her petitioners with holy oil and bears 
away defilements (10.17.10) 

Anticipating her later nature as a goddess of inspiration, eloquence, 
and learning, the hymns of the Rg-veda also describe Sarasvati as the in¬ 
citer of all pleasant songs, all gracious thought, and every pious thought 
(1.3.10-12). In this vein she is similar to the Vedic goddess Vac (speech), 
with whom she is consistently identified in the Brdhmanas . 4 


vAc 

Although the significance of sound and speech as the primordial 
stuff of creation is primarily a post-Rg-vedic concept, it is apparent even 
in the Rg-veda that sound, and especially ritual speech, is powerful, 
creative, and a mainstay of cosmic-ritual order. The goddess Vac, whose 
name means "speech," reveals herself through speech and is typically 
characterized by the various attributes and uses of speech. She is speech, 
and the mysteries and miracles of speech express her peculiar, numinous 
nature. She is the presence that inspires the rsis and that makes a per¬ 
son a Brahman (10.125). She is truth, and she inspires truth by sustaining 
Soma, the personification of the exhilarating drink of vision and immor¬ 
tality (10.125). She is the mysterious presence that enables one to hear, 
see, grasp, and then express in words the true nature of things. She is the 
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prompter of and the vehicle of expression for visionary perception, and 
as such she is intimately associated with the rsis and the rituals that 
express or capture the truths of their visions. In an important sense she is 
an essential part of the religious-poetic visionary experience of the rsis 
and of the sacrificial rituals that appropriate those visions. 

Perhaps reflecting her role as the bestower of vision. Vac is called 
a heavenly queen, the queen of the gods (8.89), she who streams with 
sweetness (5.73.3) and bestows vital powers (3.53.15). She is described 
as a courtly, elegant woman, bright and adorned with gold (1.167.3). 
She is, like most other Vedic goddesses, a benign, bounteous being. She 
not only bestows on people the special riches of language, she is praised 
in general terms for giving light and strength; one hymn says that she 
alone provides people with food. She is, then, more than a kind of arti¬ 
ficial construct, a personified abstract. She is a pervasive, nourishing 
deity who stimulates organic growth as well as providing the blessings of 
language and vision. She is often invoked as a heavenly cow (4.1.16; 
8.89) that gives sustenance to the gods and men. She is also called 
mother, as it is she who has given birth to things through naming them. 
Her benign nature is also celebrated for enabling people to see and 
recognize friends. Bearing her mark of intelligible, familiar speech, one 
friend may recognize and commune with another (10.71). Thus Vac is 
a bounteous cow who provides, first, the lofty, discerning vision of the 
rsi; second, the ritual formulas of the priest; and third, the everyday lan¬ 
guage of people which enables them to establish themselves as a com¬ 
munity of friends. 

Vac's character is richly developed in the Brahmanas in a series of 
myths and images that associate her with creation and ritual. Vac's 
indispensability in ritual and cult (in which spoken or chanted mantras 
are essential) is emphasized in myths that tell of how the gods stole her 
or seduced her away from the demons after the creation of the world 
and, having obtained her, instituted sacrificial rituals that sustain the 
creation and produce bounty, life, and immortality for the gods . 5 
Without her the divine rituals would not have been possible. In'her role 
as creator, Vac is said to create the three Vedas, b and the three Vedas are 
in turn equated with the earth (Rg-veda), the air (Yajur-veda), and the 
sky (Sama-veda ). 7 At another place she is said to have entered into the 
sap of plants and trees, thus pervading and enlivening all vegetation . 8 
Prajapati, the central deity in the Brahmanas, is described as initiating 
creation by impregnating himself by comingling his mind and his 
speech . 9 Elsewhere it is said that Vac, having been created by Prajapati's 
mind, wished to become manifest, to multiply herself, to extend herself, 
and so it was that creation proceeded, impelled by Vac's urge to create . 10 
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Vac plays a significant role in Vedic literature, not only in terms of 
being mentioned often but also from a theoretical point of view. Theo¬ 
logically it is suggested that she is coeternal with Prajapati. Although the 
Brahmanas are not consistent, sometimes stating that Vac is created by 
Prajapati, she does seem to have a theologically exalted position in these 
texts. There are also hints that it is through Vac, or in pairing with her, 
that Prajapati creates. This is different from the role of sakti in later 
Hindu philosophic schools, in which the male counterpart of sakti tends 
to be inactive. Prajapati toils and desires the creation. Nevertheless, 
her role in the Brahmanas is suggestive of the nature of sakti in later Hin¬ 
duism. Her role vis-a-vis Prajapati is also suggestive of the theory of 
sabda-brahman (the absolute in the form of sound) and the sphota 
theory of creation (in which the world is created through sound). 


NIRRTI 

The Vedic goddesses we have looked at so far are generally benign, 
protective deities to whom the hymnist typically appeals for wealth, 
strength, and general well-being. The goddess Nirrti has no such benign 
qualities. She is not mentioned very often in the Rg-veda, but when she 
is, the concern of the hymn is to seek protection from her or to ask that 
she be driven away. The scattered references to her seem to equate her 
with death, ill luck, and destruction. There is just one hymn in the Rg- 
veda , 10.59, in which she is mentioned several times, but that hymn 
sums up very well Nirrti's nature. After four verses in which renewed 
life, wealth, food, glorious deeds, youth, and continued long life are 
requested from the gods, the following refrain is invoked: "Let Nirrti 
depart to distant places." Decay, need, anger, cowardice, old age, and 
death: these are the ways in which Nirrti manifests herself. She thus 
represents a dark side to the Vedic vision of the divine feminine. 

Later Vedic literature describes Nirrti in far more detail and mentions 
her more frequently than does the Rg-veda. Appropriately, she is said to 
be dark, to dress in dark clothes, and to receive dark husks for her share 
of the sacrifice, 11 although once she is said to have golden locks. 12 She 
lives in the South, the direction of the kingdom of the dead, 13 is associ¬ 
ated with pain, 14 and is repeatedly given offerings with the specific inten¬ 
tion of keeping her away from the sacrificial rituals and from the affairs 
of people in general. 
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rAtri 

The goddess Ratri is almost always associated with the night. In¬ 
deed, she is the night, and as such she is the presence or power that is 
petitioned by people for comfort and security in the dark hours before 
the triumphant return of the dawn. Her physical appearance is rarely 
mentioned, although she is sometimes described as a beautiful maiden 
along with her sister, U$as, the dawn. She is called glorious and immor¬ 
tal and is praised for providing light in the darkness, bedecked as she is 
with countless stars. Generally she is pictured as a benign being. She is 
lauded for giving rest to all creatures. 15 She is praised for bestowing life- 
sustaining dew 16 and with U$as is said to provide and strengthen vital 
powers. 17 She is especially invoked to protect people from dangers pecu¬ 
liar to the night. Thus, she is petitioned to keep wolves away, to protect 
against thieves, 18 and to protect people from any creature that might do 
them harm in the night. 19 

Despite Ratri's usually benign nature, some texts refer to her in 
negative terms or associate her with things inimical to people. In the 
Rg-veda she is chased away by Agni, the god of fire (10.3.1), and also by 
U$as (1.92.11). Ratri is called barren (1.122.2) and gloomy (10.172.4) in 
comparison with her bright and bounteous sister, U$as. Occasionally she 
is associated with the very creatures or dangers of the night from which 
she is elsewhere asked to protect people. 20 Ratri, then, is not only the 
guardian of the night, the protectress of people during the dark hours of 
their rest, but the night itself and those things, both benign and hostile 
which inhabit the night. 

The majority of references to Ratri in the Rg-veda link her with 
U$as, who is said to be her sister. Usually they ar-e said to be two lovely 
maidens, sometimes twins. Together they are called powerful mothers 
(1.142.7) and strengtheners of vital power (5.5.6). They are also called 
weavers of time and mothers of eternal law. In their alternating 
cyclical, and endless appearances, they represent the stable, rhythmic 
patterns of the cosmos in which light and dark inevitably follow each 
other in an orderly, predictable manner. Together they illustrate the 
coherence of the created order: the ordered alternations of vigor and 
rest, light and dark, and the regular flow of time. 


MINOR VEDIC GODDESSES 

Several goddesses known to the Rg-veda are mentioned so infre¬ 
quently that it is difficult to perceive what their distinctive natures might 
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have been. Some of these minor goddesses seem to be synonymous 
with abundance. Puramdhi, Parendi, Raka, and Dhi§ana, none of whom 
is mentioned more than about a dozen times in the Rg-veda, are all 
associated with bounty and riches. As is the case with most Vedic god¬ 
desses, their natures appear to be benign and their presences revealed 
through material well-being. Sinivall is also a benign goddess but is 
specifically associated with progeny. She is described as mistress of the 
family, broad-hipped, and prolific. When she is invoked it is to grant the 
petitioner offspring (2.32; 10.184). 

Another group of minor goddesses seems to be associated primarily 
with the sacrificial cult of the Rg-veda. When IJa, Bharatl, Mahl, and 
Hotra are mentioned, they are almost always being summoned to take 
their place on the sacrificial grass prior to a ritual. They are also almost 
invariably grouped with Sarasvati. Ila (Ida in the Brdhmanas) seems to 
be associated with the sacrificial offering itself, specifically the cow from 
which many sacrificial objects were taken. She is called butter-handed 
and butter-footed, which is reminiscent of Agni's description as the pres¬ 
ence or deity who actually takes the sacrifice and transmits it to the 
other gods. While it may be the case that these goddesses are some type 
of personification of certain aspects of the sacrificial ritual, they are 
mentioned so seldom, and almost always along with a list of many other 
deities, that such a conclusion seems only a guess, with the possible 
exception of IJa (Ida). Why these goddesses happen to be invoked with 
Sarasvati is also not clear. There is no indication that they are associated 
with rivers, and Sarasvati is not a particularly important goddess in the 
sacrificial ritual itself. 

The most interesting references in the Rg-veda to the goddess 
Surya, the daughter of the sun god Surya (sometimes Savitr), concern 
her wedding. All the gods desire her, but her father wishes to give her to 
Soma; however, it is settled that the first to reach the sun will wed her. 
The twin gods, the Asvins, win the race and the bride, and although 
Surya is said to be given to the god Pusan (6.58.4) and to be wooed by 
Soma (10.85.9), the other references to her in the Rg-veda almost always 
describe her as riding in the chariot of her twin husbands, the Asvins, 
who after winning her are said to have attained all that they desired 
(8.8.10). Although it may be implied that Surya is fair and desirable, 
there is actually little description of her beyond the rather obscure pic¬ 
ture of her in the Rg-veda (10.85) in which she seems to be likened to the 
sacrifice and is said to pervade the cosmos. Her husband in this hymn is 
Soma; the hymn may be describing the interdependence of Soma and the 
sacrifice (personified as Surya) in the metaphor of a marriage. The 
Asvins in this hymn are the groomsmen of her father, which is unusual. 
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References to Danu, Saranyu, and Sarama are so infrequent and so 
lacking in description that it is difficult to even speculate on what their 
distinctive natures might have been. Danu is identified as the mother of 
the cosmic demon Vrtra, who is defeated by the god Indra. She is com¬ 
pared to a cow (1.32.9), although her son, who is described as without 
hands and feet, is more reptilian in appearance. The word danu is used 
elsewhere in reference to the waters of heaven; it may be that Danu was 
associated with the formless, primordial waters that existed prior to 
creation, the waters in which Vrtra hid and which he withheld from 
creation until they were freed by Indra's mighty deed. 

Saranyu is the daughter of Tva$tr and the sister of Visvarupa. She 
is said to marry the god Vivasvat (10.17.1) and to give birth to twins, 
Yama and Yarn! (the progenitors of the human race). It has been sug¬ 
gested that her nature is essentially impetuous, for her name means 
quick, speedy, nimble," 21 but there are no references to this aspect of 
her nature in the Rg-veda. Sarama, whose name has a similar meaning, 
the fleet one, is in later literature known as the mother of dogs, a heav¬ 
enly bitch. But there is no indication of this aspect in the Rg-veda. In the 
Rg-veda her only significant action is to seek out the thieving Panis, who 
ave stolen cows, and to act as Indra's messenger to the Panis in negoti¬ 
ating the return of the cows. Perhaps her ability to track and cross rivers 
hints at her later canine nature. 

One hymn of the Rg-veda (10.146) refers to a goddess of the forest, 
d ^ rom ^is one hymn we get a rather clear picture of the god- 

ess. e is an elusive figure who vanishes from sight and avoids villages. 

e is more often heard than seen. She speaks through the sounds of the 
orest, or one may even hear her tinkling bells. She seems to make her 
pre^nce known especially at evening, and those who spend the night in 
0 SOrne ^ mes think they hear her scream. She never kills unless 

provo e by some murderous enemy. She is sweetly scented, is mother 
a ° rest things, and provides plenty of food without tilling, 
i • ? ^ 0<= ^^ ess * s interesting for two reasons. First, she hints at an 
• aiC yP , e ° goc ^ ess known as the mistress of animals, although there 
hnmpn^ 1 f C ^ ^ rence to ^ er guarding animals or providing them for 

she sounds ^ ">>“* ^ »* Yak* *. 

w l- r ^ V° n ' t,10se female beings who dwell in the forest, are 
worshiped away from the village, and who have, despite their generally 

J^p^ 3 ^ 165, Certain uncanr >y characteristics. This late hymn 
e Rg-veda may well be an early literary reference to a Yak?i or to 
a goddess modeled on those indigenous creatures of the Indian forests. 

Several important Vedic gods are said to have wives or consorts. 
None of these goddesses is mentioned very often in Vedic literature, but 



GODDESSES IN VEDIC LITERATURE 


17 


it is important to note their existence in light of subsequent Hindu my¬ 
thology, in which many of the most important goddesses are consorts of 
well-known Hindu gods, and also in light of the later Hindu concept of 
sakti. The names of these early goddesses are usually formed simply by 
the addition of a feminine suffix to the god's name: for example, 
IndranI, Varunanl, Agnayl, and in later Vedic literature Rudranl (the 
wife of Rudra). With the exception of IndranI, these goddesses have no 
independent character of their own. They are mentioned so infrequently 
and are so lacking in descriptive detail that they appear to be mere 
minor appendages to their husbands, who are powerful beings in the 
Vedic pantheon. IndranI is mentioned far more often than any other 
goddess of this type, but even so it is clear that she is greatly over¬ 
shadowed by her husband, Indra. She is described as beautiful, and one 
hymn of the Rg-veda pictures her as jealous of rivals (10.86). She is also 
called by the name SacI, which denotes power and suggests the later idea 
of sakti, the feminine, personified might of the gods of later Hindu 
mythology. Indeed, in another hymn (10.159) Indranl-SacI boasts of 
having won her husband by conquering him and brags that he is sub¬ 
missive to her will. In the same hymn, however, she goes on to petition 
the gods to rid her of rivals for Indra's favor, and elsewhere she is said to 
stay at home (3.53.6). Despite suggestions of the later sakti idea, then, 
IndranI is actually a minor goddess of little power, despite her boasts to 
the contrary. 


CONCLUSION 

Several conclusions concerning goddesses in Vedic literature are 
clear. First, none of them rivals the great male gods in these texts. 
Indeed, U$as, the most popular goddess (in terms of the number of times 
she is mentioned and the number of hymns addressed specifically to 
her), is only a deity of the third rank. In short, male deities dominate the 
Vedic vision of the divine. 

Second, there is evidence that some of the Vedic goddesses survive 
in the later Hindu tradition. PrthivI persists in later Hinduism and be¬ 
comes associated with the god Vi$nu. She is often called BhudevI 
(the goddess of the earth) and appears in myths primarily in the role of 
supplicant to the gods because of the burden of having to sustain 
a notoriously evil demon. Sarasvatl also continues to be known in the 
later tradition and becomes popular primarily as a goddess of learning, 
wisdom, and culture. 22 Although the goddess Vac disappears, in later 
Hinduism Sarasvatl might be said to express Vac's primary meaning as 
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inspired speech, and the idea of the creation of the world through sound 
probably finds inspiration in the ideas about Vac in Vedic literature. 
Similarly, the idea of sakti, though it is not developed in Vedic litera¬ 
ture, is suggested in the various consorts of the male deities, especially in 
Sac! (IndranT). Many of the Vedic goddesses, however, simply disappear 
in the later Hindu tradition. U$as and Aditi, for example, are rarely 
found in later texts. 

Third, many of the most important goddesses of the later tradition 
are not found at all in Vedic literature or are simply mentioned by name 
in passing. Such important goddesses as Parvati, Durga, Kali, Radha, 
and Sita are unknown in early Vedic literature. Sri, though she appears 
in later Vedic literature, is not fully developed and does not occupy the 
central role that she does in the later tradition. Furthermore, none of the 
Vedic goddesses is clearly associated with battle or blood sacrifice, both 
of which are important associations in the myths and cults of several 
later Hindu goddesses. 

Fourth, there is no one great goddess in the Vedic literature. 
Although some scholars have affirmed her existence in this literature , 23 
she quite simply is nowhere mentioned. There is no evidence that the 
authors of the Vedic texts supposed that all the individual goddesses are 
manifestations of one great goddess. Since the Vedic texts do not assume 
a great god who manifests himself in individual gods, I fail to under¬ 
stand why such an assumption should be made for the female deities. It 
is as if the sexual identification of the goddesses is so overwhelmingly 
significant that one is justified in lumping them all together. But clearly 
t e goddesses vary greatly and are as distinct from one another as the 
male gods are from one another . 24 The Mahadevi (great goddess) does 
not appear until the medieval period in Hinduism, and she is the product 
of a carefully articulated theology . 25 Although some goddesses are con¬ 
flated with one another at certain times and places and in certain texts, 
even in Vedic literature , 26 this does not justify imposing on such exam¬ 
ples a much later, systematic sakta theology. 
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SRl-LAKSMl 


The goddess Sri, who is also commonly known by the name Lak$mf, 
has been known in the Hindu tradition since pre-Buddhist times. She is 
one of the most popular goddesses in the Hindu pantheon. She has a 
considerable body of mythology and is widely worshiped by Hindus of 
all castes throughout India to this day. Since the late epic period (ca. 
a.d. 400) she has been particularly associated with the god Vi$nu as his 
wife or consort. In this role she plays the part of a model Hindu wife, 
obediently serving her husband as lord. Throughout her history Sri has 
been associated with prosperity, well-being, royal power, and illustri¬ 
ousness. In many respects she is the embodiment of these qualities, and 
it is commonly understood that when these qualities are evident, Sri her¬ 
self is present or reveals herself. 


THE EARLY HISTORY OF SRI-LAK$Ml 

The goddess Srf-Lak?mf does not appear in the earliest Vedic litera¬ 
ture. 1 The term srf, however, does occur quite often, and it is clear that 
the meanings of the term are related to the nature of the later goddess 
Srf-Lak$mf. As used in the Vedic hymns the term srf suggests capability, 
power, and advantageous skills. As an external quality srf suggests 
beauty, luster, glory, and high rank. The term is especially used in later 
Vedic literature to refer to the ruling power, dominion, and majesty of 
kings. As such it seems to be a distinct, disembodied power that is 
acquired by kings in various ways. It seems to be a power associated 
more with the office of the king than with the king himself. At one point 
sri is identified with the cushion upon which the king sits. The idea is 
that the cushion or seat, srf, ruling power, is temporarily possessed by 
the current owner of the seat. 2 Srf also refers to riches, prosperity, and 
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abundance in general. In that sense it is something that may be acquired 
or possessed by anyone. In short, sri refers to most auspicious qualities 
and suggests general well-being in terms of physical health, material 
prosperity, bodily beauty, and ruling majesty. 

In what may be the earliest myth that speaks of Sri as a goddess, 
she is the personification or embodiment of auspicious, particularly 
royal, qualities. 3 She is born as a result of the austerities of Prajapati. 
Seeing Sri, the other gods covet her qualities and proceed to steal them 
from her. Ten qualities, or objects, are listed: food, royal power, univer¬ 
sal sovereignty, noble rank, power, holy luster, kingdom, fortune, 
bounteousness, and beauty. 4 In Vedic literature, then, the goddess Sri's 
origin seems to be the result of the personification of auspicious quali¬ 
ties, particularly those associated with royal power and riches. 

The most detailed picture of Srl-Lak$ml in Vedic literature is found 
in the Sri-sukta, a hymn in praise of Sri which is part of an appendix to 
the Rg-veda and which is probably pre-Buddhist in date. 5 This is surely 
one of the earliest hymns to Sri and associates her with certain symbols 
and qualities that persist throughout her history in the Hindu tradition. 
Not surprisingly, and in conformity with the meanings of the term sri in 
early Vedic literature, Sri is invoked to bring fame and prosperity (verse 
7). She is said to be bountiful and to give abundance (5). She is said to 
bestow on her worshiper gold (14), cattle, horses (1), and food (10). She 
is asked to banish her sister Alak$ml, "misfortune" (5, 6, 8), who 
appears in such inauspicious forms as need, poverty, hunger, and thirst 
(8). Royal qualities are suggested when she is described as seated in the 
middle of a chariot, possessed of the best horses, and delighted by the 
sounds of elephants (3). In outward appearance she is glorious and 
richly ornamented. She is radiant as gold, illustrious like the moon, and 
wears a necklace of gold and silver (1). She is often said to shine like the 
sun (6, 13) and to be lustrous like fire (4). 

An important feature of Sri in this hymn is her association with fer¬ 
tility, a feature that was not significantly emphasized in earlier usages of 
the term sri in Vedic literature. In the Sri-sukta she is described as moist 
(13, 14), perceptible through odor (9), abundant in harvest, and dwelling 
m cow dung (9). Her son is said to be Kardama, which means mud, 
mire, or slime (11). Clearly, Sri is associated with growth and the fecun¬ 
dity of moist, rich soil. Her presence is affirmed to be discernible in the 
mysterious potency of the earth. Although Sri's association with agricul¬ 
tural fertility does not play a central role in her later literary history in 
Hinduism, this aspect of Sri remains important to this day at the village 
level. Villagers, particularly women, are reported to worship Sri in the 
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form of cow dung on certain occasions, and this form of worship is actu¬ 
ally enjoined in the Nilamata-purana? 

The hymn to Sri also mentions two objects that come to be consis¬ 
tently associated with Sri throughout her history: the lotus and the 
elephant. She is seated on a lotus, is the color of a lotus (4), appears like 
a lotus (5), is covered with lotuses, and wears a garland of lotuses (14). 
Throughout her history, in fact, Sri-Lak$mi is often called Padma and 
Kamala, "lotus/' The popularity of the lotus in Indian art and iconog¬ 
raphy, both Buddhist and Hindu, suggests a complex and multivalent 
meaning associated with the lotus. 

As expressive of Srl-Lak^mis nature two general meanings seem 
apparent. First, the lotus is a symbol of fertility and life which is rooted 
in and takes its strength from the primordial waters. 7 The lotus sym¬ 
bolizes vegetative growth that has distilled the life-giving power of the 
waters into embodied life. 8 The lotus, and the goddess Sn-Lak$ml by 
association, represents the fully developed blossoming of organic life. At 
the macrocosmic level the lotus might be taken as a symbol of the entire 
created world. The lotus growing from the navel of Vi$nu marks the 
beginning of a new cosmic creation. The frequent use of the lotus in 
Tantric mandalas also points to the lotus as a symbol of the entire cre¬ 
ated universe. 9 The lotus suggests a growing, expanding world imbued 
with vigorous fertile power. It is this power that is revealed in 
Sn-Lak$ml. She is the nectar (the rasa) of creation which lends to crea¬ 
tion its distinctive flavor and beauty. Organic life, impelled as it is by 
this mysterious power, flowers richly and beautifully in the creative pro¬ 
cesses of the world. 

The second meaning of the lotus in relation to Srl-Lak§rril refers to 
purity and spiritual power. Rooted in the mud but blossoming above 
the water, completely uncontaminated by the mud, the lotus represents 
spiritual perfection and authority. A common motif in Hindu and Bud¬ 
dhist iconography is the lotus seat. The gods and goddesses, the buddhas 
and bodhisattvas, typically sit or stand upon a lotus, which suggests 
their spiritual authority. To be seated upon or to be otherwise associated 
with the lotus suggests that the being in question—god, buddha, or 
human being—has transcended the limitations of the finite world (the 
mud of existence, as it were) and floats freely in a sphere of purity and 
spirituality. Sri-Lak§mi thus suggests more than the fertilizing powers 
of moist soil and the mysterious powers of growth. She suggests a per¬ 
fection or state of refinement that transcends the material world. She 
is associated not only with royal authority but with spiritual authority 
as well and she combines royal and priestly powers in her presence. 
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One of the most popular and enduring representations of Sri- 
Lak$mf shows her flanked by two elephants in the so-called Gaja-Lak$mi 
images. The elephants shower her with water from their trunks or empty 
pots of water over her. 10 The elephants seem to have two related mean¬ 
ings. First, they most likely represent fertilizing rains. An ancient Hindu 
tradition says that the first elephants had wings and flew about the sky. 
In fact, they were clouds and showered the earth with rain wherever 
they went. These sky elephants, however, were cursed by a sage when 
they landed on a tree under which he was meditating and broke his con¬ 
centration. Stripped of their wings, they henceforth had to remain earth- 
bound. But these earth elephants are still regarded as cousins of clouds, 
and their presence is supposed to attract their "white cousins," who 
bring fertilizing rains with them. 11 The flanking, showering elephants in 
images of Srl-Lak^ml reinforce one of the principal themes that we have 
already noted in her nature, her association with the fertility of crops 
and the sap of existence. Where Lak$mi is, there elephants are, and 
where elephants are, there is produced the fertilizing potency of rain. 

Second, elephants suggest royal authority. Kings in ancient India 
kept stables of elephants, which formed their heavy artillery in military 
campaigns. Kings often traveled on elephants in ceremonial processions, 
and in general elephants were considered an important indication of 
royal authority. Kings in ancient India were also believed to be respon¬ 
sible for rain and the fertility of the crops. 12 To ensure the kings bene- 
icial influence, it was probably important for them to keep several 
e ephants for their power to bring fertilizing rains. In the king and the 
e ephant, then, are brought together two central themes in the imagery 
of Sri-Lak$mi, royal authority and fertility. 

Images of Sri with elephants are probably meant to portray the act 
of royal consecration. The central ritual action of the Vedic royal-conse¬ 
cration ceremony, the Rajasuya, was the abhisekha ritual, in which the 
king was consecrated by having auspicious waters poured over him to 
estow authority and vigor on him. 13 Insofar as the elephants in these 
•mages of Lak?ml may be understood to be portraying the abhisekha, 
ey bestow the qualities of fertility and royal authority on Lak§m;, 
erself the source of these very qualities. 14 The elephants, furthermore! 
are often shown standing on lotuses, 15 the preeminent symbol of Lak$mi! 

ne elephants thus imbue Laksmi with those very qualities that she 
possesses to the highest degree, and she in turn infuses the elephants 
with the same qualities. A more highly charged image denoting the 
increase of royal authority, fertility, and vigor would be difficult to 
imagine. 16 



SRl-LAK$MI 


23 


SRl-LAKSMl IN LATER HINDUISM 

In the course of her history Srl-Lak§nru has been associated with 
male deities, each of whom is significant in suggesting characteristics of 
the goddess. Some texts associate her with the god Soma. Srl-Lak§ml, 
along with several other deities, attends Soma after he performs a great 
royal sacrifice. 17 The association of Lak$mi with Soma is noteworthy for 
two reasons. First, in attending him after he has assumed the position of 
royal authority, she demonstrates one of her main characteristics, that 
of bestowing royal authority or being present where royal authority ex¬ 
ists. Second, Soma is well known as the lord of plants and is often iden¬ 
tified with the fertile sap that underlies vegetative growth. It is fitting 
that Srl-Lak$ml, who is similarly identified, should be associated with 
Soma in these texts. They complement and reinforce each other as sym¬ 
bols of the sap of existence. 

A few texts say that Lak§mi is the wife of Dharma. She and several 
other goddesses, all of whom are personifications of certain auspicious 
qualities, were given to Dharma in marriage by her father, Dak$a. This 
association seems primarily to represent a thinly disguised 'wedding" of 
Dharma (virtuous conduct) with Sn-Lak§ml (prosperity and well-being). 
The point of the association seems to be to teach that by performing 
dharma one obtains prosperity. 18 

A more interesting and fully developed association's between Sri 
and the god Indra. 19 Several myths relate the theme of Indra's losing, 
acquiring, or being restored to the boon of Sn-Lak§rm's presence. In 
these myths it is clear that what is lost, acquired, or restored in the per¬ 
son of Sri is royal authority and power. Indra is traditionally known as 
the king of the gods, the foremost of the gods, and he is typically 
described as a heavenly king. It is therefore appropriate for Sri to be 
associated with him as his wife or consort. In these myths Sn-Lak$ml 
appears as the embodiment of royal authority, as a being whose pres¬ 
ence is essential for the effective wielding of royal power and the crea¬ 
tion of royal prosperity. 

Several myths of this genre describe Sn-Lak§mi as being persuaded 
to leave one ruler for another. She is said, for example, to dwell with the 
demons Bali and Prahlada. While she dwells with these demons they are 
demons in name only. Under her gracious presence they rule their king¬ 
doms righteously, society operates smoothly, the lands are fertile, and 
the demon kings themselves shimmer with sublime inner and outer 
qualities. When she leaves Prahlada, at Indra's request, the demon loses 
his luster and fears for his well-being. 20 Along with Sri, the following 
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Sn-Lak$mT. Pratapaditya Pal, Indo-Asian Art from the John Gilmore Ford 
Collection (Baltimore: Walters Art Gallery, 1971), fig. 19. Reprinted by permis¬ 
sion of the Walters Art Gallery. 
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qualities depart from Prahlada: good conduct, virtuous behavior, truth, 
activity, and strength. With Sri's departure, Prahlada is left emptied of 
his royal might and his predilections toward virtuous conduct. 

The myths concerning the demon Bali make clear the same associa¬ 
tion between Lak$ml and victorious kings. In these myths Bali defeats 
Indra. Lak$ml is attracted to Bali's winning ways and bravery and joins 
him, along with her attendant auspicious virtues. In association with the 
auspicious goddess, Bali rules the three worlds with virtue, and under 
his rule the three worlds prosper . 21 Only when Vi$nu, at the request of 
the dethroned gods, tricks Bali into surrendering the three worlds does 
Srl-Lak$ml depart from Bali, leaving him lusterless and powerless. 

Srl-Lak$ml's presence ensures a king more than ruling power. One 
of the myths associating her with Indra tells us that when she sat down 
next to Indra he began to pour down rain and the crops grew abun¬ 
dantly. Cows gave plenty of milk, all beings enjoyed prosperity, and the 
earth flourished . 22 Indra is associated with fertility in Vedic texts, and 
well into the medieval period festivals celebrated in his honor associated 
him with the fertility of the crops. From the earliest Vedic texts he is 
described as wielding the vajra (the thunderbolt) as his favorite weapon, 
and to the present day he is associated with bringing rain. As a couple, 
Srl-Lak$ml and Indra are a clear example of a common type of divine 
pair in the world's religions: a female earth goddess and a male sky/rain 
god. Together they combine to generate the fertility that is necessary to 
all life. In the Vedas the deities Dyaus and PrthivI are a good example of 
this type of divine pair and the reciprocal roles they play in generating 
and sustaining life. Srl-Lak$ml in association with Indra seems to rep¬ 
resent a later version of the Dyaus-PrthivI couple. In this symbiotic 
relationship the male deity, associated with the sky, is said to fertilize 
the female deity with his rain. Indra also seems to have had phallic 
associations in his identification with the plow, and it seems appropriate 
that he would become associated with a goddess representing the fertile 
earth . 23 

Some traditions also associate Srl-Lak$ml with the god Kubera. 
Kubera is lord of the Yak$as, a race of supernatural beings who in 
general frequent forests and uncivilized areas, and he is in particular the 
possessor and distributor of wealth. He is the possessor and guardian of 
the earth's treasures in the form of gems. Sri's relationship to Kubera is 
appropriate insofar as each of them is preeminently associated with 
prosperity and wealth . 24 Where wealth and abundance are, one or the 
other deity, and probably both, is certain to be found. So the two deities 
become associated as a couple . 25 Sri's identification through Kubera with 
the Yak$as, in addition, emphasizes her identity with the mysterious 
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powers of growth and fertility. 2 '’ Yak$as often play the part of fertility 
symbols in Indian art and generally are associated iconographically 
with trees, vines, and vegetative growth. They are often shown embrac¬ 
ing trees, leaning against trees, 27 or pouring forth vegetation from their 
mouths or navels. 28 The identification of Sn-Laksmi, the goddess who 
embodies the potent power of growth, with the Yak$as is natural. She, 
like them, involves herself and reveals herself in the irrepressible fecun¬ 
dity of plant life. 

Sn-Lak$mis association with so many different male deities and 
with the notorious fleetingness of good fortune earned her a reputation 
for fickleness and inconstancy. 29 In one text she is said to be so unsteady 
that even in a picture she moves and that if she associates with Vi$nu it is 
only because she is attracted to his many different forms (avataras )By 
the late epic period (ca. a.d. 400), however, Sn-Lak$ml becomes con¬ 
sistently and almost exclusively associated with Vi$nu; as his wife she 
becomes characterized by steadfastness. 31 It is as if in Vi$nu she has finally 
found the god she was looking for and, having found him, has remained 
loyal to him ever since. 


Mythologically Srl-Lak^mi's association with Vi$nu comes about in 
the context of the churning of the milk ocean by the gods and demons, 
w ° seek the elixir of immortality (arnrta). Lak$ml does not figure at all 
in some versions of this story, 32 but in others she is the central focus of 
e myt . What seems clear is that a myth concerning the churning of 
I H ° Cea ^ t0 ° btain Various valuable things existed from ancient times in 
n ll and . that at some Point Lak$mi's origin was felt to be related to this 
my ological event. The interesting question is why Lak^mi's origin 

y Sense * n tbe context of this myth and how her association with 
9 .u comes about in later versions of the myth. 

infinif an ^ ent Indian tradition asserts that creation proceeds from an 
univert m primordial water, that the world or the multitude of 
1 * ° f * ater Hinduism ultimately arises from and rests upon this 

chaotic eXpan f ° f £ waters ‘ In its unref ined state this watery world is 
existencp° r 3 l Ca , St f °[ mleSS and overwhelming. Creation, or ordered 
processed ° n Y takeS P lace when this water y mas s is somehow agitated. 

Within th ° r T in SUCh 3 W3y th3t f ° rm and 8 rowth take P^oe. 
msa o ^ W3tery f ° rmlessness resides the P ote ncy or essence of life, 

, arnrta, or soma. When this potency is released by the primordial 
a e rs, creation can proceeds The churning of the ocean by the gods 
and demons is intended to obtain the nectar of immortality, the essence 
of creative power that will make the churners immortal and grant them 
their status as ordainers and overseers of creation. The act of churning 
dramatically illustrates the process of distilling the essence of the primor- 
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dial waters. By churning milk one thickens and refines it until it yields 
a richer substance—butter. Similarly, the milk ocean when churned 
yields valuable essences, among them, in most later versions of the myth, 
the goddess Sri-Lak$ml. 

The role or place of Srl-Lak$ml in this myth of creation seems fairly 
clear. Although the nectar of immortality is described as a separate entity 
that arises from the churning of the ocean, Sn-Lak$mi has many and 
obvious associations with the sap of existence that underlies or pervades 
all plant and animal life. She herself represents the miraculous transfor¬ 
mation of the formless waters into organic life . 35 The extent to which 
Sn-Lak§ml is necessary to the ongoing created order, and hence may be 
identified or associated with the essence of the creation, is indicated in 
some later variants of the myth. These versions tell us that Srl-Lak$ml 
disappears from the three worlds when Indra insults her. As a result, all 
sacrifices cease to be performed, all austerities are discontinued by the 
sages, all generosity ends, the sun and moon lose their brilliance, the 
gods lose their strength, and fire loses its heat . 36 In the absence of the 
goddess the worlds become dull and lusterless and begin to wither away. 
When she returns, the worlds again regain their vitality, and the soci¬ 
ety of humans and the order of the gods regain their sense of purpose 
and duty. 

Most variants of the myth say that Sri-Lak^mi's association with 
Vi$nu took place at the churning of the ocean. The relationship of Sri 
and Vi$nu seems appropriate in the context of the myth and at a general 
symbolic level in several ways. During her early history Sri's attraction 
to powerful rulers among the gods (and demons) was firmly established. 
In the churning-of-the-ocean myth Vi$nu is clearly the dominant god. 
He oversees the entire operation and actually makes the churning pos¬ 
sible by providing two indispensable participants: Vasuki, the cosmic 
serpent who is used as the churning rope, and the cosmic tortoise, upon 
which the churning stick rests. Furthermore, both Vasuki and the tor¬ 
toise are actually forms of Vi$nu himself. When Sri comes forth from the 
ocean, she is naturally attracted to Vi$nu. the god who is obviously 
superior to the others. Conversely, Vi$nu, as the divine overseer of the 
event, is the natural recipient of the treasures that result from the churn¬ 
ing. As the master of ceremonies, Vi§nu is entitled to the lovely goddess 
who emerges as a result of the efforts of the gods and demons. 

Vi$nu's royal nature is also significant in Sri's association with him. 
By the medieval period (fifth through thirteenth century a.d.) Vi$nu is 
considered the divine king par excellence. He is described as dwelling in 
a heavenly court, Vaikunfha, and he is depicted iconographically as 
a mighty king. His primary role as king is to institute and maintain 
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dharmic order. This he does by means of his various avataras, who 
intervene in the world from time to time to combat the forces of dis¬ 
order. Vi$nu, however, is also present wherever righteous kings rule and 
maintain order. He maintains order on the earth, that is, through certain 
human agents, namely, righteous kings. 37 We noted earlier that kings 
cannot rule without the authority that is bestowed by Sri. Where she is 
present, royal authority waxes strong. Where she is absent, would-be 
rulers become weak and ineffectual. The association of Sri with Vi$nu, 
the supreme divine king, as her husband is therefore fitting. She follows 
him when he becomes part of his human agents—the righteous kings— 
and she bestows on these kings her royal power, prosperity, and fertil¬ 
ity. In effect Vi$nu designates his human agents, and Sri then empowers 
them, enabling them to be effective maintainers of Vi$nu's cosmic 
scheme. 


As Vi$nu's wife, Lak$ml loses her fickle nature. As the great cosmic 
king s queen she is depicted as a model Hindu wife, loyal and submissive 
to her husband. One of her most popular iconographic depictions shows 
her kneeling before Vi$nu to massage his feet. 38 In her early history 
ri-Lak$mi was strongly associated with growth and fecundity as mani- 
ested in vegetation. A teeming vitality animated her presence, a power 
t at gave birth inexhaustibly to life. In her association with Vi$nu her 
character seems more restrained. Although she does not lose her associa- 
i°n [ fertlllt Y and growth, she seems more clearly involved in or 
Wu 3 6 \/- ln t 0 ° rder Pharma that her husband creates and oversees. 

- 3S u Um !f HiS various avat *™s in order to uphold dharma, 

his SDonqp 3 eS erSe cu his ^ e * pmate ' assur ning an appropriate form as 

maintainin'* ^ thUS a$SlstS 3nd accom P ani es him in his world- 

maintaining role. The Visnu-purana says: 


his consort ri SK eS Tl? dS ir ! the u world in vario “s shapes-so does 
of Aditi Lak T - HUS when , Hari was born as a dwarf, as a son 
R - , d 1 ' Lak 5 m * appeared from a lotus; . . . when he was 

Rukmird fa toTrif'*H ^ he W3S Kr?ba ' she became 

he Takes a cel^°l 5" ° f Vi? * U ' she is his delate. If 
becomes a moT 11 /° rn !' she ( a PP ears as divin e; if a mortal, she 
. i rta ^ to °' transforming her own person aereeablv 

atever character it pleases Vi$nu to put on. (1.9.142-146) 39 

occupied inlh 3 ' 3 "u* ^ m ° re subdued nature. She is 

food P j1h I h r0 i e , WIth household order. Indeed, she is said to cook 
ood at the Jagannatha temple for those who come for prasad « In her 
role as an ideal wife she exemplifies the orderliness of human society and 
uman relations. Iconographic representations of Vi?nu and Sri together 
typically show her as subservient to Visnu, which is in harmony with 



SRl-LAK$Ml 


29 


sexual roles as described in the Dharma-sastras. She is usually shown as 
considerably smaller than Vi§nu and as having only two arms instead of 
the four arms that she usually has when shown alone. Her submissive 
position is nicely conveyed in an image of the divine pair from BadamI 
in which Vi$nu sits on a high stool while Lak§ml sits on the ground and 
leans on him, her right hand placed on his knee. 41 

Reflecting her increasing association with social order, several texts 
locate Lak§m!'s presence in righteous behavior, orderly conduct, and 
correct social observance. She is said, for example, to live with those 
who tell the truth and are generous. 42 She dwells with those who have 
clean bodies and are well dressed, 43 who eat with moderation, who have 
intercourse with their wives on a regular basis (something prescribed in 
the Hindu law books), and who cover themselves when asleep. 44 In the 
M ahabharata she says: "I dwell in truth, gift, vow, austerity, strength 
and virtue" (12.218.12). Orderly social relations and traditional social 
virtues attract Sri-Lak§mi, herself a model of social decorum as Vi§nu' s 
wife. 

In association with Vi$nu, Lak§mf provides a picture of marital 
contentment, domestic order, and satisfying cooperation and beneficial 
interdependence between male and female. Most iconographic represen¬ 
tations picture the pair as a smiling, happy couple; they are often shown 
touching each other intimately. In images of the Laksmi-Narayana type, 
Laksml is usually depicted seated on Vi$ou's left thigh. Her right hand is 
around his neck while his left arm encircles her waist. 45 Sometimes the 
two are shown holding hands, 46 and it is not unusual for them to be 
shown gazing into each others eyes. 

The intimacy of the two, indeed, their underlying unity, is dramat¬ 
ically shown in images in which they are merged into one bisexual 
figure, Vi$nu constituting the right half of the figure and Laksml the 
left. 47 The interdependence of the two is the subject of a long passage in 
the Vi$nu-purana. There Vi$nu is said to be speech and Lak$ml meaning; 
he is understanding, she is intellect; he is the creator, she is the creation; 
she is the earth, he the support of the earth; she is a creeping vine, he is 
the tree to which she clings; he is one with all males, and she is one with 
all females; he is love, and she is pleasure (1.8.15 ff.). 48 


SRI-LAK5MI IN THE PANCARATRA AND 
SRI VAISNAVA SCHOOLS 

Sn-Lak§rm's association with Vi§nu eventually leads to her playing 
important roles in the mythological and philosophic visions of the Pan- 
caratra and Sri Vai§nava schools of thought and devotion. In the 
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Pancaratra school Lak$mi comes to play the central role in the creation 
and evolution of the universe as the sakti of Vi$nu. In the Pancaratra 
creation scenario Vi$nu remains almost entirely inactive, relegating the 
creative process to Lak$mi. After awakening Lak$rm at the end of the 
night of dissolution, Vi$nu's role in the creation of the universe is re¬ 
stricted to that of an inactive architect whose plan is put into effect by a 
builder. Lak$mi alone acts, and the impression throughout the cos¬ 
mogony is that she acts independently of Vi$nu, although it is stated that 
she acts according to his wishes. 49 

The practical effect of Vi$nu's inactive role in creation is that he 
becomes so aloof that Lak$mi dominates the entire Pancaratra vision of 
the divine. In effect she acquires the position of the supreme divine prin¬ 
ciple, the underlying reality upon which all rests, that which pervades 
all creation with vitality, will, and consciousness. The Laksmi-tantra, 
a popular Pancaratra text, says that Lak$mi undertakes the entire stu¬ 
pendous creation of the universe with only a one-billionth fraction of 
erself (14.3). So transcendent is she, so beyond the ability of the mind 
to circumscribe her, that only a miniscule fraction of her is manifest in 

the creation of the universe. Elsewhere in the same text she describes her¬ 
self as follows: 


nherent in the (principle of) existence, whether manifested 
or unmanifested, I am at all times the inciter (potential element 

di^nh hmgS ’ir I , ma ? ifest myself (as the creati °n), I ultimately 

with a rf - m y Se / l t dme destruct ion) and I occupy myself 
activity (when creation starts functioning). 

solve Send ( ^ he L Creation) forth and (*8^) destroy it. I ab- 
beings I n lnS ^° f ^ 8 °° d ' As the (mother) earth towards all 
I am 8 the the ™ 3 their sins) ‘ 1 mete ev erything out. 

(50.65.67) 50m mg process and I am contained in everything. 

three^great'rnalp^ L ^. has taken over *e cosmic functions of the 
In the Pancarat™ S ° 6 panthe ° n: Brahma ' Vi?nu, and Siva, 
destroying the un \ by creatin 8' sustaining, and periodically 

logicanandlcape Sh7 e ; ^ d ° minateS the divine ' 

devotion the dkn H * S ° £ ° CCUpies the central Position as the object of 
(50 131 - 132 ) Th T 3nd the final be stower of liberation 

descrL as the T 8 "r ?“ Lak ^ tantra * she, not Vi 5 nu, who is 

who e soec a ! ? VOti ° n ' the ° ne who § rants a11 desires and 
P mantra embodies salvific power. It is she, not Visnu, 

medkationT 15 deSCribed in detail and Presented as the supreme object of 
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Although Lak$ml has been elevated functionally to a position of 
supreme divinity in the Pancaratra school and has been identified with 
various philosophic absolutes, she retains her nature as the goddess who 
both imbues creatures with illustriousness and well-being and pervades 
the creation as the sap of existence. At one point in the Laksmi-t antra, 
for example, she says of herself: "Like the fat that keeps a lamp burning 
I lubricate the senses of living beings with my own sap of consciousness" 
(50.110). Elsewhere she is said to be prakrti (50.64, 96), the principle of 
nature in Hinduism which spontaneously creates all material reality. 
Prakrti is the creation's dynamic aspect, which tends toward multiplica¬ 
tion, diversification, and specificity. 52 It is an active, fertile principle that 
is similar to the sap of existence with which Lak$ml is identified during 
her early history. Lak$ml's identification throughout the Pancaratra 
system with Vi$nu's sakti is also a way of declaring her association with 
fertile power. Although the idea of sakti is somewhat more refined and 
inorganic than rasa, soma, amrta, or the powers of fertility, sakti does 
suggest unambiguously the idea of vigorous, dynamic power associated 
with life and growth. Despite her promotion, therefore, it is clear that 
Lak$ml retains her essential character as a dynamic, positive force that 
underlies growth, fertility, and prosperity. 

A central presupposition in Sri Vai$navism is that Vi§nu, the 
supreme deity for this school, is always accompanied by, attended by, 
or otherwise associated with his consort Sri. But Sri does not play the 
central cosmological role as she does in the Pancaratra school. In Sri 
Vai$navism Vi$nu is clearly the central actor on the mythological stage 
and is equated with the highest philosophic principles. Srl-Lak$ml has 
nevertheless acquired an important role among certain Sri Vai§nava 
theologicians as the mediator between Vi$nu and his devotees. 53 

The central aim of the Sri Vai$nava devotee is to cultivate and per¬ 
fect his inherent duty, which is to love his Lord, and in so loving his 
Lord to identify himself with God as closely as possible. The writings of 
some philosophers of the school say that in approaching the Lord and 
requesting purity and grace Lak$ml acts as a mediating presence between 
the devotee and Vi$nu. For Vedanta Desika (a.d. 1268-1368) Lak$ml 
seems indispensable in approaching Vi$nu. She is described in his writ¬ 
ings as a gracious mother who willingly intervenes with her often-stern 
husband on the devotee's behalf. "O Mother who resides on the lotus, 
hearken to my plea! I babble like a child; with your grace (prasada) 
make the Lord who is your beloved listen to my [petition]." 54 Elsewhere 
he writes: "The mother . . . , whose nature is such that her grace is un¬ 
mixed with any anger and is showered on all, does not spare any effort 
to make the punishing Lord be pleased with those who have committed 
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several faults. She cools the heat of His anger, which arises because He is 
the father." 55 

Other Sri Vai$nava theologians share this view of Sri as an inter¬ 
mediary between the sinful devotee and Vi$nu. Periyavaccan Pillai 
(b. 1228) describes a conversation between Sri and Vi$nu in which Sri 
acts as a devotee's advocate. Vi$nu speaks first: "'Since beginningless 
time this human has been disobeying my laws and has been the object of 
my anger. If I condone his faults and accept them patiently, instead of 
punishing him, I will be disregarding the injunctions of Sastra.' Sri re¬ 
plies: 'But if you punish the human, instead of saving him, your quality 
of grace will not survive.'" 56 In this passage Sri takes the side of the 
devotee by arguing that if Vi$nu does not save the sinner his reputation 
as merciful will be threatened. Her argument plays on Vi$nu's own con¬ 
ception of himself. Elsewhere Sri is said to resort to distracting Vi$nu 
from his intention to punish a devotee by enticing him with her beauty. 
Manavala Mamunikal (1370-1443) says of Sri: "She uses her beauty to 
entice and enslave [the Lord]. She makes eyes at Him, she lets her dress 
slip down a little." 57 

In Sri Vai$navism Sri embodies divine compassion. While Vi$nu, as 
the mighty king of heavenly Vaikuntha, may seem so awesome and 
transcendent as to be all but unapproachable to the lowly devotee, Sri 
provides an aspect of the divine that is eminently approachable. In this 
e as mediator she considerably softens the Sri Vai$nava vision of the 
, ^ allows feelings of intimacy and warmth to pervade the devo- 
tee s devotional moods toward the divine. 

S j°£ U ^i noted f hat * n Sri Vai$navism the goddess is still 
nowned for bestowing all good things. Indeed, she is sovereignty. 58 It 

bestowc^ f fu tbe me ^* ator between Vi$nu and the devotee she 
grace ^ ^ dev ° tee the most cherished of all boons, her husband's 


THE WORSHIP OF SRI-LAK$Ml 

deitiwofthp H- ^ t0day ,° ne of the most P°P ular a nd widely venerated 
for gran inv f^At Her aUSpid ° US nature and her reputation 

tees in everv I V- * ^ Wealth ' and we *l-being seem to attract devo- 

of Uksm- 8e ‘ " AH ° f Indi3 ' S back countr y ^ the dominion 

t aletTu the f ddesS , of the ^tvs. ... She accompanies every mile 
traveled through central India, every visit to a temple Her like¬ 
nesses are omnipresent on the walls and pillars, lintels and niches of 
sanctuaries, regardless of the deity of their specific dedication." 59 
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Lak§mi is worshiped throughout the year in a variety of festivals, 00 
and she is the constant object of vratas, "religious vows/' by means of 
which devotees ask her for a blessing in return for undertaking some act 
of devotion or piety on her behalf. The blessings requested vary accord¬ 
ing to the devotee and according to whether the vrata is undertaken 
during a festival in which certain kinds of blessings are traditional. The 
most common boons, however, have to do with marital fidelity or the 
longevity of one's spouse, the fertility of the crops, and the bestowal 
of material well-being. 

The most important festival in which Lak$mi is worshiped today 
(except in Bengal) is Dipavalf (Divali), which is held in the late autumn. 
Three important and interrelated themes are seen in this festival: Lak$mi's 
association with wealth and prosperity, her association with fertility and 
abundant crops, and her association with good fortune in the coming 
year. Perhaps the most obvious indication that Lak$mi is identified with 
prosperity is her popularity among merchants. During this festival it is 
customary for people, especially businessmen, to worship their account 
books. 01 It seems to be clearly understood by merchants that wealth will 
not arise without Lak§mi's blessing or presence. 

Agricultural motifs are also fairly clear in this festival as it is cele¬ 
brated in some places. Cultivators are enjoined to worship their crops 
(which at this time of year have been harvested) and offer sacrifices of 
goats and sheep. "Moreover they visit the dunghill which is collected for 
manuring the field for future crops and fall prostrate and beg to fertilize 
their lands and to procure abundant crops. In the Decan and in Orissa the 
heap of cowdung is also worshiped by every householder on this day." 02 

Lak$mi is also associated with crops and food in Orissa on the occa¬ 
sion of the Kaumudi-purnima festival. On these days women invoke 
Laksmi on a mound of new grain and recall a story in which Lak^rm's dis¬ 
appearance results in the disappearance of crops and food and her return 
prompts the return of abundance. 03 The worship of Lak$mi during Durga 
Puja is also significant in terms of her association with agriculture. 
Although Durga Puja as it is celebrated today in India is not primarily 
a harvest festival, there are many indications that the renewed vigor of the 
crops is still an aspect of the festival. 64 

The association of Lak$mi with good fortune in the coming year is 
also a significant aspect of the Dipavali festival. During this festival end- 
of-the-year motifs are clear. At this time ghosts of the dead are said to 
return, 05 Bali, a demon, is said to emerge from the underworld to rule for 
three days, goblins and malicious spirits are about, 66 and gambling, profli¬ 
gate spending, and boisterous activity are commanded. Throughout the 
festival Lak§mf is invoked to ward off the dangerous effects of the returned 
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dead and the emergent demon king and his hosts and to bless the gambler 
with success that will betoken his good luck during the entire coming 
year. The banishment of Alak$rm, the female spirit associated with bad 
luck and misfortune, is also associated with this festival. It is believed in 
many places that Alak?mT is driven away for the coming year by lighting 
lamps, which is one of the most beautiful and characteristic features of 
this festival, and by making noise with pots and pans or instruments .*' 7 On 
another occasion in Bengal an image of Alak$mT is made and ceremoni¬ 
ously disfigured by cutting off its nose and ears, after which an image of 
LaksmT is installed to signify the presence of good luck in the future . 08 

During DTpavall people also replace the small clay images of Lak§rm 
and Ganesa which are revered in many homes and shops in North India. 
Lak?ml's association with Ganesa, the elephant-headed son of Siva and 
Parvatl, is prominent in North India. Indeed, it is more common to see 
Lak$ml beside Ganesa than beside Vi§nu in most parts of North India to¬ 
day. This association represents the continuity of some important themes 
in Lak$mi's character. Lak?mT is often associated with elephants, the 
Gaja-Lak$mf motif being ancient and consistent throughout her history. 
Her current association with Ganesa probably suggests meanings similar 
to those inherent in the Gaja-Lak$mT scenes. In addition, Ganesa is a 
Yak$a-type figure, associated with riches and good luck. It is appropriate 
that, like Kubera, he should be revered along with Lak$mT, herself the 
embodiment of wealth and luck. 

Another aspect of LaksmT is the focus of a summer festival in honor 
of her and Vi?nu. This festival signals the point at which Vi$nu is be¬ 
lieved to fall asleep for several months. It is common to pray to Vi?nu at 
this time to prevent the loss of one's wife or husband. In this festival 
Lak$mi and Vi$nu are the embodiment of marital harmony and bliss. 
LaksmT is understood to be the faithful, loving, and obedient wife . 00 At 
another festival in honor of her and Vi§nu, Lak§ml plays the role of 
a jealous wife and protector of the home. Vi ? nu is said to go off with 
another consort during this festival, and Lak 5 m>, in anger over his un¬ 
faithfulness, breaks his vehicle and temporarily locks him out of their 
home (the temple ). 70 
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Rivaling Srl-Lak$ml in popularity in the Hindu tradition is the 
goddess Parvati. Unlike Srl-Lak$ml, Parvati has hardly any independent 
history of her own. Her identity and nature and nearly all her mytho¬ 
logical deeds are defined or acted out vis-a-vis her consort/husband, the 
great ascetic god Siva. Since epic times, when Parvati first appeared as 
a significant deity, she has been identified as a reincarnation of the god¬ 
dess Satl, Siva's first wife, who committed suicide because of an insult 
to her husband. So closely associated is Parvati with Sat! that the two 
goddesses are usually treated as one, and their mythologies eventually 
come to sound very much alike. Both are defined in terms of their court¬ 
ship and marriage with Siva, and Parvati's mythology is almost always 
treated as the ongoing story of Satl. 

In classical Hindu mythology the raison d'etre of Parvatl's (and 
Satl's) birth is to lure Siva into marriage and thus into the wider circle of 
worldly life from which he is aloof as a lone ascetic living in the wilds 
of the mountains. This goddess (in both persons, as Satl and Parvati) 
represents the complementary pole to the ascetic, world-denying pole in 
the Hindu tradition. In her role as maiden, wife, and later mother (as 
Parvati) she extends Siva's circle of activity into the realm of the house¬ 
holder, where his stored-up energy is released in positive ways. 

As is the case with Lak$mi, Parvati comes to represent certain phil¬ 
osophic absolutes in her association with Siva. As his sakti, or embodied 
power, she becomes identified with the creative force of the cosmos and 
the underlying potency of things. Also like Lak$ml she takes on a para¬ 
digmatic role as the ideal wife and mother. In fact, the act of suttee 
(Sanskrit sati), in which a Hindu widow immolates herself on her hus¬ 
band's funeral pyre as a final and consummate act of loyalty and devo¬ 
tion, is patterned on the goddess Satl, from whom the name of the act is 
derived. In some schools of Saivism Parvati also assumes the role of 


35 






36 


PAR VAT! 


ideal devotee. Finally, in Saiva Siddhanta, a southern school of Saiv- 
ism, Parvatl sometimes takes on the role of Siva's embodied grace and 
thus comes to play a role somewhat similar to Sn-Lak$mi's role in Sri 
Vai^navism. 


EARLY REFERENCES TO PARVATI 


The goddess Satf-Parvatl does not appear in Vedic literature. Sev¬ 
eral references to Siva's sister or wife do occur in Vedic texts, but 
the names for these deities only connect them tenuously, if at all, to the 
later Satf-Parvatf. A being named Ambika (a common epithet for sev¬ 
eral goddesses in the later tradition, especially Durga) is called Siva's 
sister in one passage , 1 while in another text she is said to be his con¬ 
sort.- Elsewhere in Vedic literature Siva's wife is called Rudrani. These 
references are never detailed enough to enable us to know if the deity 
named has any resemblance to the later, fully developed goddess Satf- 
Parvatl. 


The Kena-upanisad contains a goddess named Uma Haimavatl 
(3.12). This is one of the most common names of the later Sati-Parvati, 
but this reference does not associate the goddess with Siva, nor does it 
associjite her with mountains, except by name (Haimavatl meaning "she 
who belongs to Himavat," who is the Himalaya Mountains personified 
a g°d) Her primary role in this text is that of a mediator who reveals 
and brahman to the gods. She appears in the text suddenly, 
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the demon Taraka (3.213-216; 13.83-84), and describes Siva and Par- 
vati as dwelling in the Himalayas, where they sport and play dice 
(13.140.43-44). Although not numerous, some images of Parvati, or at 
least a goddess associated with Siva or a Saiva symbol, appear on coins 
in this period/ 1 


THE MYTHOLOGY OF SATl 

Not until the plays of Kalidasa (fifth to sixth century a.d.) and the 
Puranas (a.d. 350 through the thirteenth century) do we find the central 
myths of Sat! and Parvati told in detail. Two distinct goddesses emerge 
in this fully developed mythology: Satl, the daughter of Dak$a, who 
becomes Siva's first wife, and Parvati, daughter of Himavat and his wife 
Mena, who is a reincarnation of Satl and becomes Siva's second wife. 
Although the mythologies of the two goddesses (or the two lives of the 
same goddess) are similar in many details (and have probably influenced 
each other), each goddess (or each life of the goddess) is distinctive 
enough to be treated separately. 

The goddess Satl sets out to win the great god Siva for her hus¬ 
band. 5 In some versions of the myth Satl's quest is instigated by the god 
Brahma, Dak$a's father, who wants to humiliate Siva because Siva had 
insulted him earlier. 6 Siva had laughed at Brahma when Brahma had 
lusted after his own daughter, and Brahma vowed to seduce Siva into 
the pangs of sexual passion. Elsewhere the motive is more vague. In the 
Rudra-samhita of the Siva-purana Brahma says that if Siva is not 
involved in the created world the creation will lack auspiciousness (in 
fact Siva means auspicious ") (2.11.27) or that the creation simply will 
not be able to continue (2.11.43). In fact, these latter reasons for involv¬ 
ing Siva in sex and marriage are more helpful in understanding the un¬ 
derlying meanings of the Satl myths than the more common reason of 
Brahma's getting even with Siva. 

Satl is usually described as beautiful, but in most versions of her 
mythology it is her devotion and asceticism that attract Siva's attention 
(2.16.39, 44, 50). At times she is tested by Siva, or an agent of Siva, but 
she always persists, and in the end Siva grants her a boon for her aus¬ 
terities. She asks to marry him, and he agrees, having discovered at 
some point the presence of desire (kama), which has made her extremely 
desirable. She insists upon a proper marriage involving rituals and 
guests, despite Siva's impatience. Brahma acts as the divine priest, and 
the two are duly married. At some point in the narrative, tension begins 
to develop between Daksa (Satl's father) and Siva. The tension arises 
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from Dakja's distaste for Siva's odd appearance and strange habits. As 
a world renouncer Siva does not behave according to the ways of the 
world, and his appearance is most unconventional (2.26.14-16). 

Siva and Sat! retire to Siva's mountain abode and dally there for 
many years. Dak$a in the meantime plans a great sacrifice and invites all 
divine beings of any importance, except Siva and Satl. Siva is quite un¬ 
disturbed by this deliberate snub. Sati, however, is furious at the insult 
to her husband (2.28). She storms off to her father's abode, where he 
snubs her. Outraged by the way in which her father has treated Siva, she 
kills herself (2.29-30). Hearing the news of Sati s death, Siva becomes 
angry and creates Vlrabhadra and, in some versions of the mythology, 
other fierce beings. The demons proceed to Daksa's sacrificial arena, 
where they defeat the assembled divine hosts and destroy the sacrifice. 
Dak$a himself is usually said to be killed in the battle (2.32-37). Most 
versions of the story then tell of the reinstitution of the sacrifice and the 
resuscitation of Dak$a (2.42.21-31). Siva is included in the sacrifice 
along with the other gods, and the sacrifice proceeds smoothly (2.43). 

In some versions of the myth, either before or after the reinstitution 
of the sacrifice, Siva discovers Satis body. He picks her up and, sobbing 
in grief, carries her about the universe. This causes cosmic disruptions, 
and Vi$nu is summoned to end Siva's grief. Vi 5 nu follows the grieving 
Siva about and gradually slices bits and pieces from Satis body until 
nothing remains. The pieces of her corpse fall to the earth; wherever 
a bit of her body lands a sacred place, called a pit ha, is established, 
where goddesses of various names and types become the objects of wor¬ 
ship/ Realizing that Satis corpse has disappeared, Siva ends his grief 
and returns to his mountain retreat, where he retires into ascetic aloof¬ 
ness. In some versions Siva comes to earth in search of Sati. Finding 
her yoni established at KamarGpa in Assam, 8 Siva assumes the form of 

the hnga and plunges himself into her, where the two remain conjoined 
permanently. 9 J 
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becomes involved in an ongoing family situation and becomes a divine 
householder. 

In the Sat! myths Siva's involvement in the world is most clearly 
suggested in the destruction and reinstitution of the sacrifice and his de¬ 
scent to earth to dwell with Satis yoni in the form of the lifiga. In the 
Vedic tradition Siva is an ambiguous deity at best. He has many fear¬ 
some and inauspicious qualities, and when offerings are made to him 
they are made outside inhabited areas . 11 The theme in the Sati myths of 
Siva's exclusion from the sacrifice thus has considerable historical justi¬ 
fication. Siva was undoubtedly a non-Aryan indigenous deity who was 
looked upon with considerable suspicion by the Brahman custodians of 
the sacrificial cult. His association with world renunciation, asceticism, 
and the powers of fertility as symbolized by the linga probably marked 
him as a deity who belonged to the fringes of society from the point of 
view of the Brahman establishment. The antagonism between Siva and 
Dak§a probably reflects this underlying conflict. Eventually, of course, 
Siva became one of the most important and dynamic deities in the Hindu 
pantheon. The reinstitution of the sacrifice with Siva included among 
those who partake of it probably represents his incorporation into es¬ 
tablished Brahman religion. 

Satis devotion to Siva and her outrage at the way he is treated 
eventually bring him within the sacrificial arena. He is indifferent to the 
doings of Dak§a until Sat! kills herself because of the insult to her hus¬ 
band. Sat! comes from the realm of established religion, the order of 
dharma, and marries into the realm of asceticism, thus combining in her¬ 
self the two opposing worlds. When she kills herself she precipitates 
a clash between these two worlds, between Dak§a and Siva, which is ini¬ 
tially destructive but ultimately beneficial and creative. Satis role is as 
a mediating influence between the two religious poles, both affirmed to 
be central, in the Hindu tradition. Her ability to involve Siva in the 
sacrifice makes Siva, previously aloof from the world, accessible in the 
sacrificial cult, the primary point of which is to maintain and nourish 
the creation. 

Sat! performs a similar feat when her body is cut to pieces and falls 
to earth. By following her to earth and embedding himself in her yoni, 
Siva is literally brought down to earth. Where previously he dwelled 
in the mountains and engaged in austerities, indifferent to the ongoing 
creation, he now is fully engaged in the creation as symbolized by the 
conjunction of the yoni and linga. Sati, in her role as mediator, has suc¬ 
ceeded in involving the great ascetic god in the creation by transforming 
him into the great god of sexual power and vigor. Again, her role has 
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been primarily that of making Siva accessible to the world by attracting 
him to her in the form of the yoni. While Siva may continue to perform 
heroic asceticism in his mountain retreat in one of his several torms, he 
continues to be accessible to the world in the form of the linga. In the 
myths of Satf, this is her triumph. 

The establishment of centers of worship on earth where pieces of 
Satf's body fell repeats the theme of making the divine accessible vis-a- 
vis Satf herself. In this myth the earth is sacralized (the earth being 
understood primarily as the Indian subcontinent). The earth itself is seen 
as the body of the goddess Sati. She becomes the earth and as such is 
made accessible to her devotees or to those who seek her powers . 12 

Satf's death is thus transformative. Through her death she provokes 
Siva into a direct conflict with the sacrificial cult and then an accommo¬ 
dation with it. In this way Siva is brought within the circle of dharma, 
within the order of established religion. Similarly, Satf's corpse, or pieces 
of her corpse, sacralize the earth. In dying she gives herself up to be 
accessible on earth to those who need her power or blessing. In trans¬ 
planting or transforming herself into the earth, she also brings into the 
sphere of human society the invigorating power of Siva in the form of 
the linga. 


The Sati myth again reminds us of the archaic type of divine pair in 
which a male deity is associated with the sky and a female deity with the 
earth. Their union or marriage is necessary for life to be generated and 
sustained Satis identification with the earth and Siva's identification 
with the distant Himalayas and their subsequent union as yoni and linga 
seem to be a variant on this theme. The main point of the Sati mythol¬ 
ogy is to bring about a marriage between these two deities so that 
creation may continue and prosper. The concluding chapter of Satis 
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him, that her entire identity is bound up with his. Satis suicide, 
although perhaps the act of a faithful wife who cannot endure insults to 
her husband, results not in her maintaining a relationship with her hus¬ 
band but in her breaking that relationship. 


THE MYTHOLOGY OF PARVATI 

Parvati's name, which means "she who dwells in the mountains" or 
"she who is of the mountain," and her many epithets, such as Sailasuta 
(daughter of the mountain peaks), Giriputri (daughter of the moun¬ 
tains), Girirajaputrl (daughter of the king of the mountains), Girlsa 
(mistress of the mountains), identify her with mountainous regions. It is 
quite possible that Parvati's early history and origin may lie with a god¬ 
dess who dwelled in the mountains and was associated with non-Aryan 
tribal peoples. Such goddesses are sometimes referred to in Sanskrit 
texts. 14 Such a goddess would be an appropriate mate for Siva, himself a 
deity who dwells in mountainous regions and on the fringes of society. 
Indeed, Parvati herself is described as a female forester in the company 
of Siva, who is also described as a forester in the Mahabharata (3.40.1- 
5). For the most part, however, Parvati's mythology does not describe 
her as a goddess associated with wild places or with people living on the 
fringes of culture. She is not usually included in lists of the group of god¬ 
desses called Matrkas (mothers), who are described as bloodthirsty, the 
bringers of disease, the speakers of foreign tongues, and fond of inacces¬ 
sible places (9.45). If Parvati ever was associated with such a tradition, 
almost every trace of that identity is gone by the time we find her men¬ 
tioned in the Hindu literary tradition. 

Parvati's mythology is almost entirely dominated by her associa¬ 
tion with Siva. Her nature, too, develops or is characterized by her 
relationship with Siva. Although in certain Sakta texts she is said to 
transcend Siva and to subsume within herself all male deities 15 or in 
other texts is identified with certain philosophic absolutes, for the most 
part these are late embellishments on her mythology and character and 
are the result of a theological effort on the part of devotees partial to 
various goddesses (the Saktas) to assert the underlying unity of all god¬ 
desses . 16 Parvati is primarily the goddess who is Siva's wife, she who 
won him as her husband after heroic efforts and who persuaded or pro¬ 
voked him into creating a child, who was necessary for the preservation 
of the world. 

Most renditions of Parvati's mythology explain the goddess's birth 
as necessary for producing a child of Siva . 17 The demon Taraka has been 
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granted the boon of being invincible to any creature except a child of 
Siva. As Siva is an ascetic, the gods have to find a woman or goddess 
capable of luring Siva into a sexual encounter or marriage. Parvati is 
usually understood to be a reincarnation of Sati and sometimes is de¬ 
scribed as consenting to be reborn for the help of the gods when she is 
petitioned by them . 18 In some versions Parvati (and Sat!) are understood 
to be manifestations of the supreme reality in the universe, the 
Mahadevi (great goddess), who condescends to incarnate herself for 
much the same reason that Visnu does in his avataras, to maintain the 
balance between dharma and adharma.' ,> Sometimes the reason given by 
Parvati for her birth is her desire to reward Mena, the wife of Himavat, 
for her great devotion to Parvati in her former life as Sat !. 20 

Parvati, then, is born to Himavat and Mena. She is usually de¬ 
scribed as dark and in some versions is given the name Kali, "the dark 
one," because of her complexion . 21 She is also described as very beauti¬ 
ful. In some accounts she shows a keen interest in Siva from the outset, 
repeating his name to herself and taking delight in hearing about his 
appearance and deeds. While she is a child a sage comes to her home and 
after examining the marks on her body predicts that she will marry a 
naked yogi . 22 When it becomes clear that she is destined to marry Siva, 
her parents are usually described as feeling honored. Parvati is de¬ 
lighted, and she is sometimes said to remember Siva from her past life 
as Sati. 


At some point prior to or during Parvati's attempts to attract 
Siva's attention for the purpose of marriage, the god Kama is sent by 
the gods to awaken Siva's lust. When he attracts Siva's attention with 
sounds and scents of spring and tries to perturb Siva with his intoxicat¬ 
ing weapons, Siva burns him to ashes with the fire from his middle eye. 
Although the gods and Parvati lament Kama's destruction, it is clear 
later in the story that Kama's powers were not destroyed when he was 
burned, for Siva eventually falls in love with Parvati and recreates 
Kama in bodily form at the request of Kama's wife. Rati 23 

Parvati persists in her quest to win Siva as her husband by setting 
out to perform austerities. One of the most effective ways to achieve 
what a person wants in traditional Hinduism is to perform tapis. 
ascetic austerities." If one is persistent and heroic enough, one will 
generate so much heat (also called tapas) that the gods will be forced to 
grant the ascetic a wish in order to save themselves and the world from 
being scorched Parvati's method of winning Siva is thus a common 
approach to fulfilling one's desires. It is also appropriate, however, in 
terms of demonstrating to Siva that she can compete with him in his 
own realm, that she has the inner resources, control, and fortitude to cut 
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herself off from the world and completely master her physical needs. By 
performing tapas Parvatl abandons the world of the householder and 
enters the realm of the world renounces Siva's world. Most versions of 
the myth describe her as outdoing all the great sages in her austerities. 
She performs all the traditional mortifications, such as sitting in the 
midst of four fires in the middle of summer, remaining exposed to the 
elements during the rainy season and during the winter, living on leaves 
or air only, standing on one leg for years, and so on . 24 Eventually she 
accumulates so much heat 25 that the gods are made uncomfortable and 
go to Siva to persuade him to grant Parvatl s wish so that she will cease 
her efforts . 26 

In some versions of the myth Parvatl is tempted by an agent of 
Siva, or by Siva himself in disguise. She is told that Siva's appearance is 
terrible and that his habits are uncivilized and inauspicious . 27 She is urged 
to desist from her desire to marry such a distasteful character. Parvatl is 
never dissuaded from her purpose by these temptations, and as a result 
of her steadfastness Siva agrees to marry her. 

The marriage is duly arranged and elaborately undertaken. Siva's 
marriage procession, which includes most of the Hindu pantheon, is 
often described at length. A common motif during the marriage prepara¬ 
tions is Mena's outrage when she actually sees Siva for the first time. She 
cannot believe that her beautiful daughter is about to marry such an 
outrageous-looking character; in some versions Mena threatens suicide 
and faints when told that the odd-looking figure in the marriage proces¬ 
sion is indeed her future son-in-law . 28 

After the two are married they depart to Mount Kailasa, Siva's 
favorite dwelling place, and immerse themselves completely in sexual 
dalliance, which continues uninterruptedly for long periods of time. 
Their lovemaking is so intense that it shakes the cosmos, and the gods 
become frightened . 29 In some versions the gods are also frightened at the 
prospect of what a child will be like from the union of two such potent 
deities. They fear the child's extraordinary powers. For whichever 
reason (sometimes the gods are simply impatient), the gods interrupt 
Siva and Parvatl s lovemaking. As a result Siva spills his semen outside 
Parvatl. The potent seed, which is extremely fiery and hot, passes from 
one container to another, the container varying in different versions 
of the myth, until it is finally contained in a suitable place, often the 
Ganges River, where it is incubated and born as the child Karttikeya. 
Karttikeya eventually finds his way back to his father and mother and 
by defeating the demon Taraka rescues the world. Parvatl accepts the 
child as her own, and sometimes we are told that her breasts ooze milk 
in affection for the child when she first sees him . 30 
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A second child completes the divine family of Siva and Parvati 
when Ganesa is born. Parvati, desiring privacy, wishes to have a child 
of her own who will protect her from unwanted intrusions. She creates 
Ganesa from the dirt and sweat of her body and commands him to 
guard the entrance to her house against any intruder. When Siva him¬ 
self tries to enter her apartments, Ganesa refuses to admit him. Siva 
becomes angry and decapitates the boy. Parvati is furious and demands 
that Ganesa be restored to life. Siva duly restores him to life by replac¬ 
ing his human head with an elephant head and puts him in charge of all 
his troops and heavenly attendants . 31 

For the most part Siva and Parvatl's married and family life is por¬ 
trayed as harmonious, blissful, and calm. In iconography the two are 
typically shown sitting in happy, intimate embrace . 32 As a family 
the four deities are also typically shown in harmonious association . 33 
A scene of the divine family in a painting from the Kangra scho v of art 
shows the foursome seated around a fire. Karttikeya and Parvati are 
helping each other thread a garland of skulls, while Siva and Ganesa 
play idly with one of Siva's serpent ornaments . 34 Many devotional hymns 
describe intimate family details, such as Karttikeya's playing with Siva's 
skull ornaments or mistaking Siva's crescent moon for a lotus bud. 


He touches the garland made of skulls 
in hope that they are geese 

and shakes the crescent moon with eagerness to grasp 
a lotus filament. 

Thinking the forehead-eye a lotus flower, 
he tries to pry it open. 

May Skanda thus intent on play 
within his father's arms protect you . 35 


Siva and Parvati do argue and insult each other from time to time. 
Bengal, accounts of Siva and Parvati often describe Siva as an irrespon¬ 
sible, hemp-smoking husband who cannot look after himself. Parvati is 
portrayed as the long-suffering wife who complains from time to time to 
mot er ut who always remains steadfast to her husband . 36 Some- 
imes tne outcome of a game of dice results in a quarrel, particularly 
when Siva loses his loincloth to Parvati and she laughs at him. In 
another incident Siva becomes angry at her when she playfully covers 
is e yes with her hands from behind and the world is plunged into dark¬ 
ness. Un another occasion Parvati feels pique when Siva calls her by 
the nickname Kali (blackie), which Parvati takes as a slur on her ap¬ 
pearance. She resolves to rid herself of her dark complexion and does so 
y performing austerities . 38 Having assumed a golden complexion she 
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ParvatT with Ganesa. Pratapaditya Pal, Indo-Asian Art from the John Gil¬ 
more Ford Collection (Baltimore: Walters Art Gallery, 1971 ), fig. 51 . Reprinted 
by permission of the Walters Art Gallery. 
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then becomes known by the name Gaurl (the bright or golden one). In 
some versions of the myth her discarded, dark complexion or sheath 
gives birth to or becomes a warrior goddess who undertakes heroic feats 
of combat against demons. 39 

The presence of an alter ego or a dark, violent side to Parvatl is 
suggested in several myths in which demons threaten the cosmos and 
Parvatl is asked to help the gods by defeating the demon in question. 
Typically, when Parvatl grows angry at the prospect of war, a violent 
goddess is born from her wrath and proceeds to fight on ParvatT's 
behalf. This deity is often identified as the bloodthirsty goddess Kali. 40 
For the most part, however, the myths emphasize ParvatT’s milder side. 
So out of character is Parvatl on the battlefield that another goddess, it 
seems, must be summoned to embody her wrath and dissociate this fury 
from Parvatl herself. 


TENSION AND RESOLUTION 

The main theme of the Parvatl cycle of myths is clear. The associa¬ 
tion between Parvatl and Siva represents the perennial tension in Hin¬ 
duism between the ascetic ideal and the householder ideal. Parvatl, for 
the most part, represents the householder. Her mission in almost all ren¬ 
ditions of the myth is to lure Siva into the world of marriage, sex, and 
children, to tempt him away from asceticism, yoga, and otherworldly 
preoccupations. In this role Parvatl is cast as a figure who upholds the 
order of dharma, who enhances life in the world, who represents the 
beauty and attraction of worldly, sexual life, who cherishes the house 
and society rather than the forest, the mountains, or the ascetic life. In 
this role she repeats the feat of Sati in luring Siva into an erotic relation- 
hip which this time eventually brings him within the sacrificial, priestly 
she u' ParvatI civilizes Siva with her presence; indeed, 

MSntk^v "f 5 m ' °f hef r ° le " rdation to ^va in the hymns of 
been said ? ninth ' centur y poet-saint from South India, it has 

Manikkava ^ ^ *** un P redictable madman' (pittan, piccan), as 
StT akar i?r i0nally addreSSe$ him • • • < * rendered momen- 
companv of the 5?™“ 3 SOCially acce Ptable manner) when in the 

seems to 8 ° ' ' ' Contact witb bis properly cultured spouse 

domesticateXm ’’' ,m SOCial ^ a " d temporarily 

main^ 6 tens ' on between Parvatl and Siva as representatives of the 
. y £ eS ° f rell 8 los ity in Hinduism is stated in various ways in the 
myths. Siva ,s always said to have no family, no lineage, and no interest 
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in progeny, which is one of the central concerns of the order of dharma 
and the householder's religion. Parvati, on the contrary, is born into an 
established family and longs for marriage, children, and a home. Siva is 
associated with fire, which dries up or burns up the juices of life. His in¬ 
ner fire is so intense that in one myth he is shown to contain ashes in his 
veins instead of blood. 42 In one of the most famous of his myths he burns 
the god of lust to ashes with the fire from his middle eye. Parvati is 
associated with Soma, the deity or substance associated with the life 
essence of all plants. In many myths it is she who asks Siva to revive 
Kama, as she realizes that the god of sexual desire is at the root of the 
householder's life. In relation to Kama, then, Siva is a destructive fire, 
whereas Parvati is a refreshing, liquid glance: "While the fiery glance is 
Siva, the Soma glance is Parvati, who revives Kama when Siva has 
burnt him." 43 Siva is often said to wear on his body the ashes of the 
burnt Kama. Kama is resuscitated when Siva embraces Parvati and the 
sweat from her body mingles with the ashes of the burned god. 44 
Elsewhere it is said that when Kama was burned by Siva he entered the 
limbs of Parvati. 45 In the most general terms, Siva as Agni is the fire that 
destroys the world at the end of each cosmic age. Parvati as Soma, in 
contrast, is the cosmic waters from which the world is inevitably reborn. 

Throughout Hindu mythology it is well known that one of Siva's 
principal functions is the destruction of the cosmos. In fact, Siva has 
about him a wild, unpredictable, destructive aspect that is often men¬ 
tioned. As the great cosmic dancer he periodically performs the tandava, 
an especially violent dance. Wielding a broken battle-ax, he dances so 
wildly that the cosmos is destroyed completely. In descriptions of this 
dance Siva's whirling arms and flying locks are said to crash into the 
heavenly bodies, knocking them off course or destroying them utterly. 
The mountains shake and the oceans heave as the world is destroyed by 
his violent dancing. 40 Parvati, in contrast, is portrayed as a patient 
builder, one who follows Siva about, trying to soften the violent effects 
of her husband. 47 She is a great force for preservation and reconstruction 
in the world and as such offsets the violence of Siva. A seventeenth- 
century Tamil work pictures Parvati as a patient child who creates the 
worlds in the form of little houses. Siva is pictured as constantly frustrat¬ 
ing her purpose by destroying what she has so carefully built. 

The crazy old madman stands in front, 

dancing, destroying the beautiful little house that 
you have built in play. 

You don't become angry, but every time (he destroys 
it) you build it again. 48 
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When Siva does his violent tandava dance Parvatl is described as calm¬ 
ing him with soft glances, or she is said to complement his violence with 
a slow, creative step of her own. 4 ’ 

Parvatf's goal in her relationship with Siva is nothing less than 
the domestication of the lone, ascetic god whose behavior borders on 
madness.' 0 Siva is indifferent to social propriety, does not care about 
offspring, declares women to be a hindrance to the spiritual life, and is 
disdainful of the trappings of the householder s life. 51 Parvatl tries to 
involve him in the worldly life of the householder by arguing that he 
should observe conventions if he loves her and wants her. She persuades 
him, for example, to marry her according to the proper rituals, to ob¬ 
serve custom, instead of simply running off with her. 52 She is less suc¬ 
cessful, however, in getting him to change his attire and ascetic habits. 


She often complains of his nakedness and finds his ornaments disgrace¬ 
ful. Usually prompted by her mother, Parvati sometimes complains 
that she does not have a proper house to live in. Siva, as is well known, 
does not have a house but prefers to live in caves, on mountains, or 
in forests or to wander the world as a homeless beggar. Many myths 
delight in Siva's response to Parvatf's domestic pleas for a house. When 
she complains that the rains will soon come and that she has no house to 
protect her, Siva simply takes her to the high mountain peaks above the 
clouds where it does not rain. 54 Elsewhere he describes his 'house" as the 
universe and argues that an ascetic understands the whole w'orld to be 
his dwelling place. 55 These philosophic arguments never satisfy Parvatl, 
ut she rarely, if ever, wins this argument and gains a house. In the final 
analyse despite her success in involving Siva in marital and family 

Dartant Plt | SexuaI desire him - Siva always remains in 

part antisocial and ascetic a god who lives on the fringes of society. 
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intensity, and again it is Parvati who subdues, tames, or otherwise con¬ 
trols Siva's immense sexual vitality. 

The sages cursed Siva's linga to fall to the earth, and it burnt 
everything before it like a fire. Never still, it went to the under¬ 
world and to heaven and everywhere on earth. All creatures 
were troubled, and the sages went in desperation to Brahma, 
who said to them, "As long as the linga is not still, there will be 
nothing auspicious in the universe. You must propitiate Devi 
so that she will take the form of the yoni, and then the linga 
will become still." They honoured Siva, and he appeared and 
said, "If my linga is held in the yoni , then all will be well. 
Only Parvati can hold the linga , and then it will become 
calm." They propitiated him, and thus linga -worship was 
established. 57 

Siva is a god of excesses, both ascetic and sexual, and Parvati plays the 
role of modifier. As a representative of the householder ideal she repre¬ 
sents the ideal of controlled sex, namely, married sex, which is opposed 
to both asceticism and eroticism. 

The theme of the conflict, tension, or opposition between the way 
of the ascetic and the way of the householder in the mythology of Par¬ 
vati and Siva yields to a vision of reconciliation, interdependence, and 
symbiotic harmony in a series of images that combine the two deities. 
Three such images or themes are central to the mythology, iconography, 
and philosophy of Parvati: (1) the theme of Siva -sakti, (2) the image of 
Siva as Ardhanarisvara (the Lord who is half woman), and (3) the im¬ 
age of the linga and yoni. 

The idea that the great male gods all possess an inherent power by 
which or through which they undertake creative activity is assumed in 
medieval Hindu mythology. When this power, or sakti, is personified it 
is always in the form of a goddess. Parvati, quite naturally, assumes the 
identity of Siva's sakti in many myths and in some philosophic systems. 
In the role of Siva's sakti, Parvati performs functions, or assumes mean¬ 
ings, which imply an underlying harmony or interdependent rela¬ 
tionship between herself and Siva. She is often identified with the force 
underlying and impelling creation. While Siva remains more or less aloof 
in the creation of the world, Parvati as sakti is active, pervading the 
creation as its underlying strength and power. 58 In this active, creative 
role she is sometimes identified with prakrti (nature), whereas Siva is 
identified with purusa (pure spirit). 59 As prakrti , Parvati represents the 
inherent tendency of nature to express itself in concrete forms and indi¬ 
vidual beings. In this task, however, whether as sakti or prakrti, it is 
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understood that Parvati either must be set in motion by Siva or must act 
according to his will, wish, or design. She is not seen as antagonistic to 
him. Her role as his sakti is almost always interpreted as positive. 
Through Parvati, Siva (the Absolute) is able to express himself in the 
creation. Without her he would remain inert, aloof, inactive. Just as in 


the mythology Parvati is necessary for involving Siva in creation, so as 
his sakti she is necessary for his self-expression in creation. It is only in 
association with her that Siva is able to realize or manifest his full poten¬ 
tial. Without Parvati Siva's great power does not, or cannot, manifest 
itself in creation. Parvati as sakti not only complements Siva, she com¬ 
pletes him. 

A variety of images and metaphors are used to express the harmoni¬ 
ous interdependence and close identity of Parvati as sakti and Siva as 


the saktiman, the possessor of sakti. Siva is said to be the male principle 
throughout creation, Parvati the female principle; 60 Siva is the sky, Par¬ 
vati the earth; 61 Siva is subject, Parvati object; 62 Siva is the ocean, Par¬ 
vati the seashore; 63 Siva is the sun, Parvati its light; 64 Parvati is all tastes 
and smells, Siva the enjoyer of all tastes and smells; 65 Parvati is the em¬ 
bodiment of all individual souls, Siva the soul itself; 66 Parvati assumes 
every form that is worthy to be thought of, Siva thinks of all such 
forms; 67 Siva is day, Parvati night; 68 Parvati is creation, Siva the 
creator; 69 Parvati is speech, Siva meaning; 70 and so on. In short, the two 
are actually one—different aspects of ultimate reality—and as such are 
complementary, not antagonistic. 

The meaning of the Ardhanarlsvara form of Siva is similar. The im¬ 
age shows a half-male, half-female figure. The right side is Siva and is 
adorned with his ornaments; the left side is Parvati and adorned with 
er ornaments. 71 In the Siva-purana the god Brahma is unable to con- 
inue his task of creation because the creatures that he has produced do 
not multiply. He propitiates Siva and requests him to come to his aid. 

iva then appears in his half-male, half-female form. The hermaphrodite 
form sphts into Siva and Parvati, and Parvati, at Brahma's request, per- 
vade S t h creation with her female nature, which duly awakens the male 
feS ° f f Crea0 ° 1 n into fertile activity.” Without its female half, or 
ceed w>h Ure< • 1 6 |° dhead as Siva is ^complete and is unable to pro- 
the and Creatl0n ' To an , even g rea ter extent than the Siva-sakti idea, 
ties arfTk^ 0115 ! lma8e ^‘ va an< ^ Parvati emphasizes that the two dei- 
sat sfv u T Y ne f ssar y to each °ther, and only in union can they 
scends h ? ^ fulfl11 themselves. In this form the godhead tran- 
sexual particularity or, perhaps more accurately, includes both 
dimensions of sexual particularity. God is both male and female, both 

, uV 11 m01 er ' aioof and active, both fearsome and gentle, 

both destructive and constructive, and so on. 
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ArdhanarTsvara, the Lord as half woman. South Indian bronze, Cho|a, 
eleventh century a.d. Government Museum, Madras. Mario Bussagli and Calem- 
bus Sivaramamurti, 5000 Years of the Art of India (New York: Harry Abrams, 
1°81), fig. 314, p. 255. Reprinted by permission of the publisher. 
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The image of the linga in the yoni, which is the most common im¬ 
age of the deity in Siva temples/ 4 similarly teaches the lesson that the 
tension between Siva and Parvati is ultimately resolved in interdepen¬ 
dence. Sat! and Parvati as sexual objects succeed in tempering both 
Siva's excessive detachment from the world and his excessive sexual 
vigor. In the form of the yoni in particular Satl-Parvatl fulfills and com¬ 
pletes, while at the same time tempering, Siva's creative tendencies. As 
the great yogi who accumulates immense sexual potency he is symbol¬ 
ized by the linga. This great potency is creatively released in sexual or 
marital contact with Satl-Parvatl. The ubiquitous image of the linga in 
the yoni symbolizes the creative release in the ultimate erotic act of 
power stored through asceticism. The erotic act is thus enhanced, made 
more potent, fecund, and creative, by the stored-up power of Siva's 
asceticism. The linga and the yoni symbolize a creative interaction be¬ 
tween the world of the ascetic, in which sexual abstinence is mandatory, 
and the life of the householder, in which sex is necessary. 75 

While many of the myths of Siva and Parvati seem to accentuate 
the tension between the two, certain iconographic and philosophic 
themes concerning the divine pair show a preference for depicting or un¬ 
derstanding them as in basic harmony. As a couple they are usually 
shown as affectionate. The half-male, half-female image also emphasizes 
the uniting of opposites. The lesson seems to be that the two poles that 
they represent, dharma and moksa, should not be isolated from each 
other. In relationship with Parvati, Siva does not give up asceticism 
entirely, nor does Parvati give up asceticism entirely after having used it 
as a means of marrying Siva. Nonetheless, the mutual bliss of Siva and 
arvati also seems to teach that asceticism enhances the intensity of sex¬ 
uality and makes the orderliness of the householder's world even more 

or *l eId t0gether ' or in native tension, yoga and bhoga (worldly 

bodily p^asure), dharma and moksa, may be seen to complement 
and complete each other in the divine pair 
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devotion to him is most obvious during her long period of asceticism 
when she undertakes heroic bodily mortifications in order either to be 
granted the boon of having Siva for her husband or to attract the at¬ 
tention of Siva himself . 77 In these scenes Parvati is portrayed as a dev¬ 
otee who seeks Siva's attention and blessing; it is easy to see how she 
might become the paradigm for devotees of Siva, which she does, for 
example, in the devotional hymns of Manikkavacakar, a Saivite saint 
from Tamilnad. 

Parvati appears in Manikkavacakar's hymns in the role of the ideal 
devotee, or in a position that the devotee longs to achieve, in at least 
two ways. First, Manikkavacakar uses the imagery of a love relation¬ 
ship, casting himself in the role of a woman who longs for her lover or 
husband, Siva. In placing himself (and by extention other devotees) in 
this role, he identifies himself with Siva's beloved, Parvati, who thus 
becomes the model, or vehicle, for devotion . 78 In this role Manikka¬ 
vacakar imagines himself, along with women and goddesses, to be doing 
domestic chores for "her" husband . 79 Manikkavacakar approaches Siva 
by assuming the role and duties of Parvati. In this way he is able to 
relate to Siva in a most intimate way. Second, Manikkavacakar refers 
several times to the half-male, half-female image of Siva and Parvati and 
sees in it the ultimate goal of the devotee, to be inextricably united with 
Siva. In his longing to be with Siva, to be consumed by and overcome 
by his Lord, Manikkavacakar sees in this image his desire graphically 
realized by Parvati . 80 

Another facet of Parvati is evident in Tamil Saivism. Parvati tends 
to have a calming, civilizing effect on Siva. Under her influence or in 
her presence, Siva is often tamed, distracted from his wild, rude, mad 
behavior. In Manikkavacakar's hymns, for example, Siva never appears 
before Parvati in his outrageous forms, such as the dancer in the crema¬ 
tion ground or the destroyer of Daksa's sacrifice . 81 In her presence, it 
seems, such behavior is inappropriate, and Siva almost always behaves 
in properly domestic ways when she is present. Becalmed, Siva is more 
attentive to the needs of his devotees (and to the needs and desires of his 
spouse) and more prone to grant them blessings. As the domesticator of 
Siva, as the one who is able to distract him from his antisocial behavior 
and make him turn his attention to the world and to his devotees within 
the world, Parvati may be understood as playing the role of a mediator 
between the devotee and Siva. She is a mediator in the sense that she is 
the one who awakens his grace or the one who is the key to activating 
his grace. Immersed in yoga, preoccupied with asceticism, dancing wildly 
with his ghastly companions in the cremation ground, Siva is indifferent 
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to his spouse, to the world, and to his devotees. In the presence ot Par- 
vatl, in his role as her husband or Lord, Siva is attentive to the world 
and to his devotees. 

Although Parvati's role as intermediary is never developed in Saiv- 
ism to the extent that Sri-Lak$mi's role is developed in Sri Vaisnavism, 
Parvati does comes to be identified with Siva's grace in Saiva Siddhanta, 
a Tamil Saivite school of thought and devotion/ 2 In this school Siva s 
grace ( arid ) is said to play an active role, indeed, almost to have an iden¬ 
tity of its own or an independent function. In its active role it is referred 
to as aruj-catti (arul-sakti ), the power of grace. This power is 
sometimes personified, and when it is, it is identified with Parvatl.' 0 Fur¬ 
thermore, the aruj-catti is often said to reside inherently in every human 
being. Devotion is the means by which this power is awakened and pro¬ 
voked. The implication is that Parvatl, in subtle form, resides within 
every human being/ 4 She is awakened by means of devotion to Siva, 
which expresses her most essential nature. Having been awakened, she 
infuses the devotee with her great devotion to Siva, and thus the two, 
Parvatl and the devotee, merge into one. So it is that Parvati's roles as 
ideal devotee and as Siva's personified grace also merge into a unity. 

Finally, Parvatl often plays the role of the student in relation to 
Siva. In many texts/ 5 especially Tantras /* Parvati inquires of Siva con¬ 
cerning a great many subjects: ritual, meditation, mythology, dharma, 
and philosophy. At her prompting or in response to her queries, Siva 
reveals everything from the particulars of esoteric Tantric rituals to the 
nondual wisdom of Vedanta. Again, it is Parvati who succeeds in cap¬ 
turing Siva's attention, in awakening his concern for the world, so that 
his great wisdom and knowledge, gained by his heroic eons of yogic 
meditation and brooding, can be revealed. In the role of curious student 
I arvati represents human beings who are anxious for and will benefit 
from all that Siva reveals. In her role as student she again might be seen 
as a kind of mediator, one who coaxes from Siva what is ultimately 
beneficial for human beings. Although Parvati is not the only one to 

w om lva gives instruction, she is by far the most common figure to be 
cast in this role. 
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Sarasvatl is one of the few important goddesses in the Vedas who re¬ 
main significant in later Hinduism. 1 In the Vedas her character and attri¬ 
butes are clearly associated with the mighty Sarasvatl River. She is the 
earliest example of a goddess who is associated with a river in the Indian 
tradition. As a river goddess she is praised for her ability both to cleanse 
and to fertilize. Later Vedic literature (the Brahnianas) consistently associ¬ 
ates her, even equates her, with the goddess of speech. Vac. Increasingly 
in her later history her association with a river is deemphasized and her 
association with speech, poetry, music, and culture in general is affirmed. 
In classical and medieval Hinduism Sarasvatl is primarily a goddess of 
poetic inspiration and learning. She becomes associated with the creator 
god Brahma as either his daughter or wife. In this role she is creative 
sound, which lends to reality a peculiar and distinctive human dimension. 
She becomes identified with the dimension of reality that is best described 
as coherent intelligibility. Sarasvatl to this day is worshiped throughout 
India and on her special day is worshiped by school children as the patron 
goddess of learning. 


SARASVATl AS A RIVER 

Sarasvatl as the embodiment of the Sarasvatl River is significant in 
both a historical and a theological sense. The religion of the Vedic Aryans 
was primarily a portable religion. It centered around a fire cult that did not 
require permanent temples or places of worship. The domestic hearth itself 
was a center of worship. By and large Vedic religion was appropriate for a 
nomadic people or for a people who only recently had ceased to be 
nomadic. In fact, the Aryans of the Vedas migrated into Northwest India 
sometime during the second millennium b.c.e. and gradually spread 
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throughout the subcontinent in the course of many generations. The 
reverence given to Sarasvati as the embodiment of a river in Northwest 
India is important because it indicates that the Aryans had begun to iden¬ 
tify their culture with a specific geographical location and were beginning 
to settle down to a non-nomadic way of life. 

The transition from a nomadic to an agricultural, village culture is 
central in the transition from the religion of the Vedic Aryans to classical 
Hinduism. In classical Hinduism India herself is affirmed to be the center 
of the world, the navel of the earth, the special and sacred location of the 
divine. This is dramatically specified in the sacrality of many individual 
features of the Indian subcontinent, especially the sacredness of the major 
rivers of the land. 2 The goddess Sarasvati, then, represents a very early 
example of this tendency in the Hindu tradition toward affirming the land 
itself as holy. The river goddess Sarasvati of the Vedas is a prototype of 
such important later river goddesses as Ganga and Jumna. 


The river goddess Sarasvati is also important in a theological or 
religious sense in that she suggests the sacrality inherent in rivers 
or water in general. While the symbolism of water is rich and complex 
in the religions of the world, 3 two typical associations are important 
in Vedic descriptions of Sarasvati. First, she is said to bestow bounty, 
fertility, and riches. Her waters enrich the land so that it can produce. 
The waters of the river represent life itself in a dry environment, which 
Northwest India may have already been at the time of the Aryan migra¬ 
tions. Second, Sarasvati represents purity, as does water, particularly 
running water. Although this characteristic is rarely mentioned directly 
vis-a-vis Sarasvati, it is stated frequently in the Vedas that rituals were 
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birth, in which the spiritual sojourner undergoes a crucial metamor¬ 
phosis. The river represents a great purifying power in which the pilgrim 
drowns his old self and is born anew, free and enlightened. This imagery 
is not expressly used in connection with Sarasvatl in the Vedas , but it 
may have been understood implicitly and may help to explain the 
association of Sarasvatl with inspiration, speech, and wisdom in her 
later history. 

Although Sarasvatl s nature and characteristics are overwhelmingly 
associated with a mighty river, this is no ordinary river. Early Vedic ref¬ 
erences make it clear that the Sarasvatl River originates in heaven and 
flows down to the earth . 5 This idea, also affirmed in the case of such 
important later river goddesses as Gaftga, is a way of asserting the 
sacred nature of the rivers in question. The Sarasvatl (and later the 
Ganga) represents an ever-flowing stream of celestial grace *which 
purifies and fertilizes the earth. The earthly manifestation of Sarasvatl 
as a river thus represents only a partial disclosure of her being. Physical 
contact with her earthly manifestation, however, connects one with the 
awesome, heavenly, transcendent dimension of the goddess and of real¬ 
ity in general. 


SARASVATI IN LATER HINDUISM 

Saravatl's connection with a river steadily decreases in later Hindu¬ 
ism. Although she continues to be associated with a river in some late 
sources , 6 her characteristics and appearance increasingly bear little or no 
relation to a goddess who embodies the sacrality of a river. 

As early as the Brahmanas Sarasvatl is consistently identified with 
Vagdevf, the goddess of speech. It is not at all clear what intrinsic con¬ 
nection between Sarasvatl and Vagdevi led to this association. Perhaps 
the centrality of sacred speech in Vedic cult and the importance of Vedic 
rituals being performed on the banks of the Sarasvatl River led to the 
identification of the two goddesses. In any case, Sarasvatl increasingly 
becomes a goddess associated with speech, learning, culture, and wis¬ 
dom; most post-Vedic references to her do not even hint that at one time 
she was identified with a river. 

In later Hinduism Sarasvatl is sometimes said to have been born 
from the god Brahma. Brahma, desiring to create the world, goes into 
meditation, whereupon his body divides in two, half male and half fe¬ 
male. Enraptured by his female half, who is Sarasvatl, Brahma desires 
her, mates with her, and creates the demigod Manu, who subsequently 
creates the world . 7 A similar version of her origin is found in the 
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Brahma-vaivarta-purana and the Devl-bhagavatu-purana . According to 
these texts, Kr$na, who is identified with absolute reality {brahman), 
divides himself into male and female, purusa and prakrti, spirit and mat¬ 
ter, in order to proceed with creation. His female half takes on five 
forms or five saktis, dynamic powers, one of which is Sarasvatl/ Her 
specific creative function in relation to the other saktis is to pervade 
reality with insight, knowledge, and learning.'" In relation to prakrti she 
is said to be purely sattvic, spiritual. 10 These same texts also describe 
Sarasvati's origin from the tip of Krona's saktis tongue. Suddenly, they 
say, a lovely girl appears dressed in yellow clothes, adorned with jewels, 
and carrying a book and a vina (lute). 11 Sarasvatl is also often said to 
have her origin in and to reside in the mouths or on the tongues of the 
god Brahma (Brahma has four or five heads). 12 That is, when Brahma 
undertakes the creation of the world through creative speech, the god¬ 
dess Sarasvatl is born in his mouths. 

Sarasvatl is also said to have had her origin from the god Vi$nu. In 
several places she is said to be his tongue or to be held in his mouth. 13 
Her association with Vi$nu makes her the co-wife of Lak$mT in many 
myths. In this relationship Sarasvatl for the most part represents spiri¬ 
tual, ascetic, or religious goals and values, whereas Lak$mf represents 
worldly well-being as manifest in wealth, material power, and fertility. 
In some texts the two goddesses do not get along very well, suggesting, 
perhaps, a tension between bhukti (sensual enjoyment) or dharma and 
mukti (spiritual liberation or perfection) in Hinduism. 14 


Although Sarasvati's nature and appearance change dramatically 
from the Vedic period to later Hinduism as her association with a river 
decreases, she does maintain some characteristics of her earlier history, 
in a few cases even maintaining her association with a river. 15 She is 
associated, for example, with clouds, thunder, and rain and is said to be 
the presiding deity of rain - In the Vamana-purana she is described as 
moving through the clouds and producing rain (40.14). 17 The Vamana- 
purana also identifies Sarasvatl with all waters (40.14). Her association 

ST* 77 and WatCr " 8eneral su ^ that Saras- 
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soaations with water, and sometimes with rivers, indicate a certain 

contmmty between the river goddess of the Vedas and the later goddess. 

l ' f 1 ^ erenc ^ ^ er as sociation with waters, though, Sarasvati's 
character is much changed. In the later tradition she is not so much a 
river goddess as a goddess who manifests herself through the life-giving 
and purifying nature of all water: rain, rivers, ponds, and so on. Like 

Soma she pervades creation; she has transcended her association with 
a specific river. 
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Far more characteristic of the later Sarasvati is her association with 
speech. Even in the Rg-veda she is called impeller of true and sweet 
speech and awakener of happy and noble thoughts (6.61.9). Such epi¬ 
thets as VagdevI (goddess of speech), JihvagravasinI (dwelling in the 
front of the tongue), Kavijihvagravasini (she who dwells on the tongues 
of poets), SabdavasinT (she who dwells in sound), Vagisa (mistress of 
speech), and Mahavani (possessing great speech) 19 are often used for 
Sarasvati. Her mythological identification with the tongues of Brahma, 
Kc§na, and Vi$nu also underlines her identification with speech or crea¬ 
tive sound. 

The importance of speech in Hinduism is both ancient and central. 
The entire creative process is held to be distilled in the syllable om, and 
the idea of creation proceeding from sabda-brahman (ultimate reality in 
the form of sound) is often mentioned in Hindu texts. The potency of 
speech and sound is also seen in the centrality of mantras in Hinduism. 
A mantra, which may consist of words or of sounds alone, is held to 
possess great power. Indeed, the mantra of a given deity is declared to 
be equivalent to the deity itself. To pronounce a mantr.a is to make the 
deity present. The name of the deity and the deity itself are equivalent. 
There resides in sound a potent quality, and this quality is embodied in 
the goddess Sarasvati. 

Speech is also important and revered because it permits commu¬ 
nication between people. Speech, to a great extent, sets human beings 
apart from all animals. Speech is also associated with rationality and 
refinement. Speech represents coherent sound that permits the transmis¬ 
sion of ideas, wisdom, and culture. As the embodiment of speech, then, 
Sarasvati is present wherever speech exists. And so it is that she is pre¬ 
eminently associated with the best in human culture: poetry, literature, 
sacred rituals, and rational communication between individuals./ 

Sair^svatl is also identified with thought and intellect. Not only is 
she speech in the form of coherent sound, she is that which underlies or 
makes speech possible, namely, intelligence and thought. This associa¬ 
tion is indicated in such epithets for her as Smrtisakti (the power of 
memory), Jrianasakti (the power of knowledge), Buddhisaktisvaruplnl 
(whose form is the power of intellect), Kalpanasakti (who is the power 
of forming ideas), and Pratibha (intelligence, or she who is intelli¬ 
gence). 20 As thought and intellect, Sarasvati is thus identified with the 
distinctive ability that distinguishes human beings as special, reasoning. 
She represents the peculiar human ability to think, which is precisely the 
ability that has permitted human beings to create and imagine their in¬ 
numerable cultural products, from cooking pots to philosophic systems. 

Sarasvati s association with science, learning, and knowledge fur¬ 
ther reinforces her nature as the goddess of speech and thought. She ifc 
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called, for example, Vedagarbha (the womb or source of the Vedas or 
knowledge), Sarvavidyasvarupini (whose form is all the sciences), Sar- 
vasastravasinl (who dwells in all books), Granthakarini (who causes 
books to be made), and many other such names. 21 As mfnd, intellect, 
and thought, she inspires the arts and sciences. She is also the accumu¬ 
lated products of human thought. She is the sum of the human intellec¬ 
tual tradition as preserved in the sciences. As the great goddess who 
bears culture, or who embodies culture, she is sometimes associated with 
the Brahmans, whose special duty is to preserve culture. She is manifest 
and especially revered in schools and wherever education takes place. 

Sarasvati is also said to underlie, inspire, or embody the arts. She is 
said to provide inspiration to poets and to be present wherever artistic 
excellence is evident. Poets often praise her assistance or ask for her 
help. She is said to be associated with the Gandharvas, a supernatural 
race that excels at dancing, 22 and she is often associated with music, both 
instrumental and vocal. In short, Sarasvati is manifest wherever human 
culture exists. Inspiring and embodying both the arts and sciences in 
human culture, she represents the greatness of human civilization in all 
its richness and diversity. 

Beyond Sarasvatl's associations with culture, which dominate her 
character, are certain cosmic associations or certain tendencies and epi¬ 
thets that suggest her primordial, absolute nature. Such names as the 
following identify Sarasvati as a great, universal goddess whose func¬ 
tions extend to the creation of the worlds: Jaganmata (mother of the 
world), Saktirupini (whose form is power or sakti), and Visvarupa (con¬ 
taining all forms within her). 23 It is fairly easy to imagine how 
Sarasvati's character as the inspiration and embodiment of culture might 
lead to her assuming such cosmic characteristics. As the reality that per¬ 
mits human beings to achieve dominion over all other creatures, that 
permits or inspires the beauty and grace manifest in the arts, that has 
enabled human beings to achieve an almost godlike nature in the 
physical world asits masters and molders, this goddess of culture comes 
o be extolled or equated with the highest powers of the cosmos. 

Sarasvati's iconography illustrates her associations with culture, 
particularly the arts and sciences, and shows her to be a goddess who is 
or the most part set apart from the natural realm of growth, fertility, 
oo , and other phenomena often associated with or central in the ico¬ 
nography and mythology of other goddesses. She is usually depicted as 
aving four hands, and the most common items held by her are a book, 
a Jute (vina), a rosary, and a water pot. 24 The book associates her with 
the sciences and with learning in general. The lute associates her with the 
arts, particularly the musical arts, and the rosary and the water pot 
associate her with the spiritual sciences and with religious rites. 25 
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SarasvatT. Sixteenth century a.d. Rumtek Monastery, Sikkim. Madanjeet 
Singh, Himalayan Art (London: MacMillan, 1968), p. 20. 
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The predominant themes in Sarasvati's appearance are purity and 
transcendence. She is almost always said to be pure white like snow, the 
moon, or the kunda flower 26 or to shine brilliantly and whitely like in¬ 
numerable moons. 27 Her garments are said to be fiery in their purity, or 
they are described as white, 28 and she is sometimes said to be smeared 
with sandalwood paste. 29 Sarasvati's gleaming white body and garments 
express well her purity and transcendence, and these themes are in keep¬ 
ing with her typical association with the sattva guna, the pure, spiritual 
thread of prakrti. 30 Sarasvatl is rarely described as having fearsome 
aspects 31 and is usually portrayed as calm and peaceful. These qualities 
are conveyed in the serene, white images of her in Hindu art. 32 

Sarasvatl s transcendent nature, which removes her from the im¬ 
purities of the natural world and its rhythms of growth and fertility, is 
also suggested in her vehicle, the swan. The swan is a symbol of spiritual 
transcendence and perfection in Hinduism. Spiritual masters and heroes 
are sometimes called supreme swans (paramahamsa) in that they have 
completely transcended the limitations and imperfections of the phe¬ 
nomenal world. Sarasvatl, astride her swan, suggests a dimension of 
human existence that rises above the physical, natural world. Her realm 
is one of beauty, perfection, and grace; it is a realm created by artistic 
inspiration, philosophic insight, and accumulated knowledge, which 
have enabled human beings to so refine their natural world that they 
have been able to transcend its limitations. Sarasvatl astride her swan 

beckons human beings to continued cultural creation and civilized 
perfection. 


Sarasvatl is also typically shown seated on a lotus. Like the swan, 
e ‘otus seat of the goddess suggests her transcendence of the physical 
wor d She floats above the muddy imperfections of the physical world, 
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A persistent theme in the Hindu tradition is that human destiny 
involves the refinement of nature. Although the ultimate goal of the 
religious quest may be moksa, the complete release from the phenom¬ 
enal world, Hindus affirm that being fully human necessitates molding, 
enhancing, and refining the natural world in order to make it habitable 
for human beings. Such important Hindu ideas as dharma, the 
samskaras (life-cycle rituals), and the varna-jati (caste) system all sug¬ 
gest this emphasis. The arts and sciences, however, seem to be the most 
obvious and concrete manifestations of this theme in the Hindu tradi¬ 
tion. Artistic creation and the accumulated knowledge of the sciences, 
including philosophy, epitomize human culture and demonstrate the 
extraordinary ability of human beings to mold and refine the natural 
world into something beautiful and specially human. Sarasvatl presides 
over and inspires this dimension of being human in the Hindu tradition. 

Many goddesses both within and outside the Hindu tradition gain 
their immense vitality and popularity through their associations with 
certain aspects of the natural world. Fertility, sexuality, growth, blood, 
and the sap of life in general seem to be embodied in many goddesses. 
Hinduism also attributes great power to goddesses. They are typically 
referred to as saktis (powers), and several Hindu goddesses are particu¬ 
larly adept at warfare and are most at home on the battlefield. Several 
other Hindu goddesses seem to be particularly popular among women 
and to specialize in family and domestic blessings. Many goddesses pro¬ 
vide models for the most significant female roles in Hindu culture, or at 
least they participate in these roles, albeit in ways that do not always 
conform to dharmic models. Sarasvatl has very few of these associa¬ 
tions. Her pure, milky-white appearance and completely sattvic nature 
dissociate her from the mud of existence, from the vigorous, fecund sap 
of fertility. Her sexual encounters are not emphasized, and when her 
father/husband Brahma does desire her, she seeks to flee from him. Her 
motherhood is usually only metaphorical: she is said to give birth to ar¬ 
tistic creations by providing inspiration or to have given birth to the 
Vedas in the sense that she personifies wisdom. In the Devl-bhagavata - 
purana she is said to be ascetic in nature and to grant boons to those 
who perform asceticism (9.1.35). Her presence is therefore not usually 
sought in the home. She is not a domestic goddess. Nor is her presence 
sought in the fields, where fertility is crucial, or in the forests and moun¬ 
tains, where isolation from culture is desired in the quest for moksa. Her 
presence is sought in libraries and schools, by those who create and bear 
culture in the ongoing task of transforming the natural world into a 
refined and civilized habitation for human beings. 

Throughout North India today Sarasvati's special pujd is celebrated 
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in early spring. On this day images of the goddess are established in 
schools and universities, and special cultural programs take place. At 
Banares Hindu University there is a procession of faculty and students 
on this day (which corresponds to the anniversary of the university's 
founding). This is also the day when books, pens, musical instruments, 
and gurus are formally worshiped. 
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One of the most popular heroines in Hindu mythology is Sita. She 
is known primarily as the wife of Rama, the hero of the epic Ramayana. 
As one of the protagonists of the Ramayana, Slta is revered as the model 
Hindu wife, who, although the victim of injustices, always remains loyal 
and steadfast to her husband. The divinity of Rama and Slta is not 
stressed in the early Ramayana of Valmiki (written sometime between 
200 b.c. and a.d. 200), but they increasingly become identified as mani¬ 
festations of the god Vi$nu and his consort Sri-Lak$mi in later vernacu¬ 
lar renditions of the tale. As early as the fourteenth century Rama is 
praised as the supreme manifestation of the divine, 1 and in North India 
today millions of Hindus consider him and Slta the supreme divine cou¬ 
ple. Throughout this period of divinization, Slta has achieved her status 
primarily in relation to Rama. It is her wifely role, which has come to 
serve as a paradigm in Hindu mythology, legend, and folktale, which 
has defined Slta and made her dear to so many Hindus. Slta is the per¬ 
fect model of wifely devotion. 

Although Slta is associated with the wife of Rama in the minds of 
all Hindus today, a female divinity named Slta was known prior to 
Valmlki's Ramayana, and this deity was associated with agricultural fer¬ 
tility. Just why Valmiki associated the name of this deity with his her¬ 
oine is not entirely clear, but that he did so consciously seems beyond 
doubt. 


THE EARLY HISTORY OF SITA 

The word sita means "furrow," "the line made by the plow, and is 
the name of a goddess associated with plowed fields in Vedic literature. 
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In a hymn addressed to the lord of the fields, K^etrapati, Sita is invoked 
as follows: 


Auspicious Sita, come thou near: 
we venerate and worship thee 

That thou mayst bless and prosper us 
and bring us fruits abundantly. 

May Indra press the furrow down, 

may Pushan guide its course aright. 

May she, as rich in milk, be drained for us 
through each succeeding year . 2 

In the Kausika-sutra Sita is the wife of Parjanya, a god associated with 
rain. She is the "mother of gods, mortals and creatures" (7c)' and is peti¬ 
tioned for growth and prosperity (6). 4 In the Paraskara-sutra Sita is the 
wife of Indra, a god often associated with rain and fertility, and is of¬ 
fered cooked rice and barley in the sacrificial fire (2.17.1-19).- In the 
Vajasaneyi-sarrihita Sita is invoked when four furrows are drawn dur¬ 
ing a sacrificial ritual (12.69-72). This is reminiscent of plowing the 
ground upon which the fire altar is built during the Agnicayana ritual, 
an act apparently intended to ensure the abundance and fertility of the 
crops. 6 Sita is also invoked as one of the names of the goddess Arya in 
the Harivarhsa (2.3.14). 

O goddess, you are the altar's center in the sacrifice. 

The priest's fee, 

Sita to those who hold the plough. 

And Earth to all living beings . 7 


V5lm~L • cl n0t a ver y sisnificant deity prior to the Ramayana of 
mnrp ' , IS n °} mentioned ver V often and is overshadowed by much 
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seminating effects of rain seems to be the basic perception that the on- 

8 , ® Tu cosmos is the result of the interaction between the 

\ f ear th, between male and fem.ale, between the latent powers 
ot the held and the inseminating effects of the plow, which opens the 
earth for the insertion of seeds into her fertile interior. 
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KINGS AND THE FERTILITY OF THE EARTH 

Identification of Rama's wife with a goddess of the plow'ed fields, 
with a goddess of fertility, seems to be related to the central role that 
kings in ancient India w'ere assumed to play in promoting the fertility of 
the land/ The interrelation between fertility and the manly vigor and 
power of the ruler or king finds its prototype in the Rg-veda, w 7 here the 
mighty god Indra combats the demon Vrtra, w'ho withholds the creative, 
nourishing waters of creation. Indra having defeated the demon, the 
waters rush forth to fructify the earth and create a fertile, habitable 
cosmos fit for human civilization/ 

The theme of the king's bringing forth the abundance and fertility of 
the earth is central in the myths concerning Prthu, the first human king. 
In these myths the necessity of a king is related in part to the chaotic and 
barren nature of the earth in the mythic past. Prior to Prthu's reign the 
earth was inhospitable, her terrain was impossible to cultivate, and her 
fertility remained untapped. The Mahabharata describes Prthu as level¬ 
ing the earth's mountains and hills to make her fit for agriculture and as 
milking the earth like a cow (7.69). As the legendary model for kings, 
one of Prthu's chief functions is to bring forth the fertility of the earth. 
According to the Prthu myths, the earth, although fertile and potent, 
does not or cannot yield the abundance of her interior without being 
stimulated, activated, or, in the image of the Mahabharata , "milked" by 
a heroic, roya. gure. Conversely, it is understood that the king's reign 
whll not be fruitful, that he will not be successful, unless he can draw 7 
forth the richness of the earth. Just as the king is needed to activate or 
provoke the earth into life and fertility, so the earth's fruitfulness is 
necessary to the king's success as a ruler. 

Certain myths and certain Vedic rituals indicate the theme of the 
king's winning the fruits of the earth. In various ways the king relates to, 
interacts with, or captures things that are related to the earth, such as 
cows. These acts symbolize the king's ability to draw forth from the 
earth her treasures and abundance. They symbolize the king's ability to 
"milk" the earth of her richness for the benefit of all living creatures . 10 

The myth of the churning of the ocean may also be understood in 
this vein . 11 Vi$nu, as the cosmic ruler in this myth, usually plays the cen¬ 
tral role and dominates the action in his various forms: as the tortoise 
that provides the foundation for the churning stick; as the cosmic ser¬ 
pent, Vasuki, who provides the churning rope; as the seductress MohinT, 
who prevents the demons from partaking of the nectar of immortality; 
and as the leader of the gods. The central action of the myth is the churn¬ 
ing of the ocean of milk to make it yield the nectar of immortality. Visnu 
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represents the active ruler who brings his power and ingenuity to bear 
on the passive fertility of the cosmos. The result of Vijnu's action is the 
drawing forth of representations of the abundance of the earth. Central 
among these are the nectar of immortality and the goddess Srl-Lak$ml. 
Sri represents good luck, well-being, abundance, and fertility and is well 
known as dwelling wherever a righteous king reigns. She is sovereignty 
personified, and where she dwells there always exist wealth and abun¬ 
dance of all good things. 

The Ramayana takes care to portray Rama as the ideal king and his 
rule as a model of social perfection. It is therefore not surprising that 
we would encounter the theme of Rama relating to, interacting with, or 
winning the riches of the earth. In fact, his winning Sita at her sva- 
yamvara (a suitor's contest for a bride), their subsequent marriage, and 
Rama's regaining Sita from the clutches of the demon Ravana should 
probably be understood as an expression of this basic and ancient pat¬ 
tern in Indian religion. It is clear in the Ramayana that Sita is no mere 
human being. Her birth is supernatural, and her abilities and appearance 
are exalted throughout the text. She is, for example, called ayonija, "not 
born of a womb" (1.66; 2.30), and in appearance she is often likened to 
Sri-Lak$ml (5.12). 12 The nature of her birth (as well as her name) also 
makes it clear that Sita fits the theme of the mutual and necessary inter¬ 
action between a king and the earth, which alone leads to fertility and 
abundance. According to the Ramayana, Sita is literally unearthed 
when her father. King Janaka, is plowing (1.66). Given Janaka's position 
as a great king, ruler of Videha, it seems extremely unlikely that he was 
simply m the fields farming when Sita was discovered. What is more 
hkely is that Janaka was involved in some royal ritual, part of which 
involved the king's plowing the earth to bring about fertility. 13 It is 
a so probable that the act of the king's plowing the field was likened to 
sexual intercourse, a symbolic coupling of the king (and the powers he 
represented or contained) with the latent powers of the earth. 13 The 
e ectiveness of the ritual plowing, then, is manifest in the birth of Sita, 
eart s personified fertility, abundance, and well-being, which has 
been brought forth by Janaka. 

The marriage of Rama and Sita represents a further interplay be- 
ween a vigorous, virtuous, powerful king and a woman who symbol¬ 
izes the fecund forces of the earth, a woman who is literally the child of 
the earth. Their marriage institutes a relationship in which Sita is, as it 
were, plowed by Rama the king. The ultimate result of this auspicious 
relationship between kingly virility and earthly fertility is the inaug¬ 
uration of Ramrajya, "the rule of Rama," an idealized reign in which 
harmony, longevity, order, fruitful crops, and all social, political, and 
economic virtues dominate society to the exclusion of all ills. 
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Slta. South Indian bronze, early Chola, ca. 1000 a.d. Government Museum, 
Madras. C. Sivaramamurti, South Indian Bronzes (New Delhi: Lalit Kala Aka- 
demi, 1963), fig. 41. Reprinted by permission of the publisher. 
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Interposed between the marriage of Rama and Sita and the inaugu¬ 
ration of Ramrajya is the central part of the epic narrative in which 
Rama is banished from the capital city, Sita is abducted by the villain 
Ravana, and Rama and his allies defeat Ravana and recapture Sita. Dur¬ 
ing Rama's exile, Ayodhya, the capital of Rama's kingdom, is desolate. 
The citizens bemoan Rama's absence, and in all respects the situation is 
contrasted with the times when Rama was present there. 1 - Doubly trau¬ 
matic is the situation later in the forest when Sita is kidnapped and 
separated from Rama. At one point Rama is reduced to a blubbering, 
half-maddened wreck and must be returned to sobriety by the appeals 
of his brother Lak$mana, who tells him it is unmanly and improper to 
lament so. 10 

In summary, traditional Indian religion viewed the king as a figure 
who could stimulate, activate, or somehow draw forth from the earth 
her creative potential. Indeed, it was held that without the king's benefi¬ 
cial influence, without the manly vigor of the king, the earth's fecundity 
would remain untapped; the earth would remain unproductive. The 
king entered into a relationship with the earth in which he could stimu¬ 
late her, a relationship that was understood as not unlike a marriage. 
This marital relation of the ruler to the earth is directly expressed in the 
word Bhupati 'lord of the earth,' i.e. king."' 7 In the Ramayana Rama's 
wife is associated with the powers of the earth, or the earth itself, 
through her name and through her unusual birth. Underlying Sita's epic 
character and personality is the ancient fertility goddess associated with 
e plowed field, who was worshiped for abundant crops and who was 
ritually activated by rulers in certain contexts. Sita, the epic heroine, has 

her Z hT S ' 3nd 0 " e , im P ortant dimension of her character associates 
ner with the primordial powers of the earth. 

THE IDEAL WIFE 


almos L1J 7 and in .he subsequent cult of Rama 

HMu rfe h" 1 °" *° " h “ sband - She is P<«rayed as the ideal 

RamaTth; T ‘77 reVolves around her Husband. F °r 5Its 

Mm H, tel?' Ii,e ' SHe iS alWa >' S S,Mdfast Her loyalty to 

Tf are ' "’’“'“'T »i»hes are uppermost in her mind. 
Jl describes ‘He ideal wife as a woman who 

miphfh T-iT 5 fa A hful f ° Her husband ' no m aRer what his character 
might be: Though destitute of virtue, or seeking pleasure elsewhere, or 

devoid of good qualities, a husband must be constantly worshiped as a 
god by a faithful wife" (5.154). 18 The same text, commenting on the ne¬ 
cessity for protecting women throughout their lives, says: "Her father 
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protects her in childhood, her husband protects her in old age; a woman 
is never fit for independence" (9.3). 19 Sita is the ideal pativrata, the wife 
devoted entirely to her husband. In her selfless devotion and sexual 
fidelity the pativrata nourishes an inner heat that both purifies her and 
provides her with a destructive weapon that can be used against those 
who might threaten her purity. 20 This inner heat generated as a result of 
marital fidelity seems to be similar to tapas in the context of asceticism. 
Tapas is both the act of doing asceticism, or something virtuous, and the 
result of doing that action, namely, an inner heat or fire. 

Slta's mythological role as the ideal wife and pativrata is illustrated 
in several incidents in the Ramayana. When Rama is told by his father 
that he will not inherit the kingdom and that he must go into exile in the 
forest for fourteen years, he prepares to leave Sita behind in the city of 
Ayodhya because he thinks that she could not bear the ordeals and dis¬ 
comforts of the forest. She is grief stricken at this plan and delivers a 
long discourse to him on her desire to go into exile with him. The point 
to which she returns often is that a husband is a god to his wife and that 
apart from him a wife might as well commit suicide, so meaningless 
would be her existence. She threatens to kill herself unless he relents and 
allows her to go with him to the forest. She begins her plea with these 
words: 


O Son of an illustrious monarch, a father, a mother, a brother, 
a son or a daughter-in-law enjoy the fruit of their merits and 
receive what is their due, a wife alone follows the destiny of 
her consort, O Bull among Men; therefore, from now on, my 
duty is clear, I shall dwell in the forest! For a woman, it is not 
her father, her son, nor her mother, friends nor her own self, 
but the husband, who in this world and the next is ever her sole 
means of salvation. If thou dost enter the impenetrable forest 
to-day, O Descendant of Raghu, I shall precede thee on foot, 
treading down the spiky Kusha Grass. ... I shall willingly 
dwell in the forest as formerly I inhabited the palace of my 
father, having no anxiety in the Three Worlds and reflecting 
only on my duties towards my lord. Ever subject to thy will, 
docile, living like an ascetic, in those honey-scented woodlands 
I shall be happy in thy proximity, O Rama, O Illustrious Lord. 
(2.27) 21 


Rama replies to her by describing all the dangers and discomforts of 
the forest and tells her that he cannot bear to inflict these things on her, 
that she must stay behind in the comfort of the city under the protection 
of her in-laws. She replies by saying: 
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The hardships described by thee, that are endured by those 
who dwell in the forest, will be transmuted into joys through 
my devotion to thee. . . . separated from thee I should 
immediately yield up my life. . . . Deprived of her consort 
a woman cannot live, thou canst not doubt this truth where I 
am concerned. . . . O Thou of pure soul, I shall remain sinless 
by following piously in the steps of my consort, for a husband 
is a God. (2.29) 22 


In her utter loyalty to Rama she compares herself to Savitri, who fol¬ 
lowed her husband to the realm of the dead, and says that she has never 
seen the face of another man, even in her thoughts (2.30). She says that 
the forest discomforts will be enjoyed by her as pleasures as long as she 
can be with him. She sums up her plea to Rama by saying: "To be with 
thee is heaven, to be without thee is hell, this is the truth!" (2.30). 23 

When Ravana abducts Slta and takes her to Lanka, he keeps her 
prisoner in a garden surrounded by demonesses. Several long descrip¬ 
tions portray Sfta's pitiful condition in the absence of Rama. Through a 
series of metaphors Valmiki tries to capture both Slta s great beauty and 
her great grief. The latter has clearly eclipsed the former but cannot alto¬ 
gether hide it. In the words of the Ratnayana she was 


resplendent with a radiance which now shone but dimly so that 
she seemed like a flame wreathed in smoke. 

. . . she resembled a lotus pool stripped of its flowers. Op- 
pressed, racked with grief, and tormented, she was like unto 
Konini pursued by Ketu. . . . 

Entangled in a mighty web of sorrow, her beauty was veiled 
Pke a flame enveloped in smoke or a traditional text obscured 

fadh^hlT 5 1 interpr ^ ation ° r wealt h ^at is melting away or 

Perfection‘ S an f ? U,Sf T 8 ° r h ° pe that U almost extinguished or 

Which s d.T T r aCCOUnt L 0f obstades or an intellect 
nich is darkened or fame tarnished by calumny. (5.15) 24 


savs- "Fo n ^ appea [ ance ' Hanuman, the loyal monkey ally of Rama, 
incomca/ablT" 3 " If decoration * her lord and Sita, though 

Ahho b F l eaU u :ifu ' n ° ° nger shines in Rama ' s absence" (5.16).“ 
Rama wh § l ^ ^7 * S dimmed ' though she lacks the presence of 
section o??F 3 ° ne 8 ‘ VeS Her hfe meanin 8' s he is described throughout this 
a l , 6 narra tive as constantly remembering Rama. Keeping him 

ys in her mind, she is sometimes described as shining beautifully 
a result of this steadfastness. "Though that blessed one was shorn of 
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her beauty, yet her soul did not lose its transcendency, upheld as it was 
by the thought of Rama's glory and safeguarded by her own virtue" 
(5.17) , 26 

Ravana comes to the garden and proposes that Slta abandon Rama 
and take him as her husband. She is shocked at this suggestion and re¬ 
fuses. Ravana then threatens that he will give her two months to agree to 
his wishes. If, after that time, she refuses, he will cut her up and have her 
for breakfast (5.22). Sita shows great pride and courage in the face of 
Ravana's threats. At one point she tells him that if she wished she could 
burn him to ashes with the fire that she has accumulated from her chas¬ 
tity (5.22). She refuses to do so, she says, simply because she has not 
been given Rama's permission. 

When Hanuman finds Slta in her garden prison he proposes to 
return her to India by carrying her on his back. Given Slta's predica¬ 
ment and her longing to see Rama again, it would be natural for her to 
accept this offer of rescue joyfully. She does not agree to return with 
Hanuman, however, because to do so would mean touching another 
male besides her husband, which would violate her devotion to Rama. 
She also refuses to accept Hanuman's offer because it would mean that 
Rama would not obtain the glory involved in rescuing her. Slta displays 
in this scene her habit of always thinking of Rama first. His welfare and 
reputation are uppermost in her mind. To her it would be wrong to 
think of her own safety first if it would mean adversely influencing 
Rama's reputation or opportunity for fame and glory (5.37). 

Ravana attempts to persuade Slta to accept him as her new husband 
by having his court magician create a head that resembles Rama's and a 
bow like Rama's. Taking these to Slta, Ravana claims that Rama has 
been defeated in battle and slain. In her shock and lamentation Slta's 
chief thought is that it must have been some fault of hers which resulted 
in Rama's untimely and undignified death. A virtuous woman sustains 
her husband and prevents his untimely death. Only some shortcoming 
or unvirtuous act, she thinks, can explain the tragedy. She begs Ravana 
to take her to the body of her husband and slay her there so that she can 
be united with him in death (6.31-32). 

After Rama defeats Ravana, Slta's loyalty to her husband is severely 
tested. Sita is brought before Rama, and she beams with joy at seeing 
him. He, however, scowls at her and announces that he has only under¬ 
taken the defeat of Ravana in order to uphold his family's honor and not 
out of love for her. He says that it would be lustful and ignoble for him 
to take her back after she had spent time under the control of another 
man. He disclaims her and even invites her to associate with one of his 
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brothers or one of the surviving demon heroes. He concludes this frosty 
interview with her by saying: "Assuredly Ravana, beholding thy ravish¬ 
ing and celestial beauty, will not have respected thy person during the 
time thou didst dwell in his abode" (6.17). 27 

Sita is shocked at this accusation and protests her innocence, saying 
that although it is true that Ravana handled her, she could have done 
nothing to prevent it, that he abducted her by means of superior 
strength, and that throughout her ordeal and stay in Lanka she remained 
completely faithful to her husband and thought of him constantly. 
Grieved by Rama's false accusations, she asks Lak$mana to make a fu¬ 
neral pyre for her. Having displeased Rama and having been renounced 
by him publicly, she wishes to die (6.118). When the fire has been kin¬ 
dled Sita prepares to enter it by circumambulating Rama and then ad¬ 
dressing Agni, the god of fire, with the words: "As my heart has never 
ceased to be true to Raghava, do thou, O Witness of all Beings, grant me 
thy protection! As I am pure in conduct, though Rama looks on me as 
sullied, do thou, O Witness of the Worlds, grant me full protection!" 
(6.118). 28 Because of her innocence and purity, Agni refuses to harm her 
and returns her to Rama so unscathed that even her flower garland re¬ 
mains unwithered by the heat of the flames. Rama, convinced of her 
purity, accepts her back and says that he will protect her forever (6.120). 

Back in Ayodhya, however, when everyone is living happily ever 

after and the glorious era of Ramrajya is under way, Rama hears that his 

citizens are gossiping about Sita and are unhappy that he accepted her 

back after she was under Ravana's control. To stop this gossip and to 

set a stainless example for his subjects, Rama decides to banish Sita from 

S kingdom, even though he has just learned of her pregnancy. He 

commands his brother Lak^mana to take Sita to a deserted place and 

nr p a J-i°!' her 7 ' 45) ' When Lak$mana tells Sita of Rama's decision, her 

I n J Tf r IS ^ 8 . ain to blame some fault of h er own, either in this life or 

die f ° r bnn8ins about her iH luck - She does not blame Rama, nor 

aeke i L eem t0 ° CCUr t0 her that he might be in f he wrong (7.48). She 
asks Lakgmana to send Rama this message: 

£>und h i V i th ° U knowest 1 1 am tru] y Pure and that 1 have been 
fear of d' m su P reme l° ve / yet thou hast renounced me in 
censured i ° n< o r u ecause th y subjects have reproached and 
mine own ^ ^ or me ' I am riot distressed on 

fair n acc °unt O Prince of Raghu, it is for thee to keep thy 
fair name untarnished! The husband is as a God to the woman, 

ls , er a , rr l 1 y* ar, d her spiritual preceptor, therefore, even at 
tne price of her life, she must seek to please her lord. (7.48)” 





The test of Slta. Kulu, about 1720 a.d. Jagdish and Kamla Mittal Museum of Indian Art 
Hyderabad. In the Image of Mam The Indian Perception of the Universe through 2000 Years of 
Painting and Sculpture, Hayward Gallery, London, March 25-June 13, 1982 (London: Weidenfeld 
and Nicolson, 1982), fig. 386, p. 73. Reprinted by permission of the publisher. 




















76 


SiT A 


After Sfta has given birth to twin sons and has spent several years 
in exile in a forest hermitage, Rama summons her back to Ayodhya to 
undergo an ordeal that will absolve him of all shame and demonstrate 
her innocence once and for all. Although he himself is convinced of her 
innocence, he demands a public ordeal in order to convince his subjects. 
Sfta agrees, but it seems that she no longer relishes life; she asks, on the 
basis of her purity and loyalty to Rama, to be taken back into the bosom 
of her mother, the goddess Earth. She says: "If, in thought, I have never 
dwelt on any but Rama, may the Goddess Madhavi receive me!" (7.97). 30 
As she finishes this act of truth, a throne rises from the ground sup¬ 
ported by serpents. Earth embraces Slta, seats her on the throne, and 
then the throne and Slta sink back into the ground (7.97). Although 
Rama angrily demands Sfta's return, the earth remains silent and closed, 
and Rama lives out his life in sorrow. He does not marry again and has a 
golden image of Sfta made, which he uses in her place at religious rituals 
requiring the presence of a wife. 


Sfta's self-effacing nature, her steadfast loyalty to her husband, and 
her chastity make her both the ideal Hindu wife and the ideal pativrata. 
In a sense Sfta has no independent existence, no independent destiny. In 
all things she sees herself as inextricably bound up with Rama. Apart 
from him her life is meaningless. Throughout the Ramayana she con¬ 
stantly thinks of Rama and his welfare and always remains faithful to 
him despite provocations on his part. Although Rama is considered the 
ideal king he is not a very good husband to Sfta. He would be perfectly 
tain!",? u ea 7 her , beh ‘ nd for fourteen years during his exile, he enter- 
allol d ? ab °!f ^ ChaSt ‘ ty While She WaS Under Sana's control, he 

o 'JZ fV" ° rdeal by fire ' he Cxiles her from kingdom 

!ina 2 hi J 0< '^ J he u idZenS and t0 Pr ° tect his reputation, and 
Sfta remains^ ^ ^ Und f 8 ° a pubIic ordeal - Throughout all this 
for events that 3 3S f n US . Ua y tnes to blame herself instead of Rama 
loyalty and ^hl " auSe . he [ sufferin 8 a " d separation from Rama. In her 
nour shes R5m a ; if is understood that she supports and 

tha^ a ml^renir 8 5 ^ A COmmo " Hindu belief is 

wife's chastitv wh § ‘’ mdeed ' ' S made nearly invulnerable, by his 

lessness Thus' h T ^ ' S ^ eakened and endangered by her faith- 

immediately"* blames 1^7 Altho T Z*** ^ ^ ^ ** 
faithless in a r fn ik . t ^ ou gh she cannot remember being 

time (perha * F ° U ^ S ^ e assumes *^at s ^ e must have been at some 

end. It doe, no? 3 ? ^ ^ R5ma f ° meet such an untimely 

led to his misfortune." " ‘ * S ° me ^ ° f R§maS ° Wn misht haVe 

Although in Hinduism there are differing marital-role expectations 
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and traditions concerning where brides are expected to live after mar¬ 
riage, it is generally true that the good woman and ideal wife should ex¬ 
press submission and docility to her in-laws. Speaking of the training of 
girls in Mysore, M. N. Srinivas says: 

It is the mothers duty to train her daughter up to be an abso¬ 
lute docile daughter-in-law. The summum bonum of a girl's life 
is to please her parents-in-law and her husband. If she does not 
"get on" with her mother-in-law, she will be a disgrace to her 
family, and cast a blot on the fair name of her mother. The 
Kannada mother dins into her daughter's ears certain ideals 
which make for harmony (at the expense of her sacrificing her 
will) in her life . 31 

In the Hindu tradition a woman is taught to understand herself pri¬ 
marily in relation to others. She is taught to emphasize in the develop¬ 
ment of her character what others expect of her. It is society that puts 
demands on her, primarily through the agents of relatives and in-laws, 
and not she who places demands on society that she be allowed to 
develop a unique, independent destiny. A central demand placed on 
women, particularly vis-a-vis males, is that they subordinate their wel¬ 
fare to the welfare of others. Hindu women are taught to cultivate an 
attitude that identifies their own welfare with the welfare of others, 
especially that of their husbands and children. 

In the bratas , the periodical days of fasting and prayer which 
unmarried girls keep all over India, the girl's wishes for herself 
are almost always in relation to others; she asks the boons of 
being a good daughter, good wife, good daughter-in-law, good 
mother, and so forth. Thus, in addition to the "virtue" of self- 
effacement and self-sacrifice, the feminine role in India crystal¬ 
lizes a woman's connections to others, her embeddedness in a 
multitude of familial relationships . 32 

In inculcating the nature of the ideal woman in India, Slta plays an 
important role, perhaps the dominant role of all Hindu mythological 
figures. The Ramayana, either in its original Sanskrit version or in one 
of several vernacular renditions, is well known by almost every Hindu. 
Many of the leading characters have come to represent Hindu ideals. In 
the context of the Dasa Puttal Vrata, for example, Bengali girls wish that 
"I shall have a husband like Rama, I shall be sati like Slta, I shall have a 
Devara [younger brother-in-law] like Lakshman. I shall have a father-in- 
law like Dasaratha; I shall have a mother-in-law like Kousalya ." 33 
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Sita represents all the qualities of a good woman and ideal wife. 
Although other goddesses, such as Parvati and Lak$mi, and other 
heroines from Hindu mythology, such as Savitri and Damayanti, ex¬ 
press many of these qualities, Sita is by far the most popular and be¬ 
loved paradigm for wifely devotion, forbearance, and chastity. 


From earliest childhood, a Hindu has heard Sita's legend re¬ 
counted on any number of sacral and secular occasions; seen 
the central episodes enacted in folk plays like the Ram Lila; 
heard her qualities extolled in devotional songs; and absorbed 
the ideal feminine identity she incorporates through the many 
everyday metaphors and similes that are associated with her 
name. Thus, She is as pure as Sita denotes chastity in a wo¬ 
man, and "She is a second Sita," the appreciation of a woman's 
uncomplaining self-sacrifice. If, as Jerome Bruner remarks, "In 
the mythologically instructed community there is a corpus of 
images and models that provide the pattern to which the in¬ 
dividual may aspire, a range of metaphoric identity," then this 
range, in the case of a Hindu woman, is condensed in one 
model. And she is Sita. 34 


IDEAL DEVOTEE AND INTERMEDIARY 

After Valmikf's Ramayanu. Rama increasingly ascended to a posi¬ 
tion of supreme deity for many Hindus. Today in India he is one of the 
most popular deities and is the recipient of fervent devotion from mil- 
ions of devotees. The shift in Rama's status from that of a human hero 
or incarnation of Vi 5 nu in Valmiki's Ratnayana to that of the lord of the 
worlds is evident in the sixteenth-century Hindi work of Tulsi Das, the 

AlZ u'T naS ' an , extreme ’y P^ular devotional work in North India, 
lars TH - n- C ^ ntra narrat ive remains the same, even in most particu- 

ties are iffoH J f ! q “ ent 7 ^ St ° ry in SUch a wa V that opportuni¬ 
st ,t U ? t L e T eSS ti0n t0 R5ma as the Lord. Throughout 

to the earth ^ A V S P ° int ° f the narrative is Rama's descent 
In th 1° P r ° vide hls dev otees a chance to worship him. 35 

underwent PF ° CesS ° R arr| a s elevation to divine supremacy, Sita also 
d= i Cer ai ^ C an § es - Her status becomes similarly elevated when 
Rama becomes identified with the highest god. In his poem KavitavalT 

i ,, S , re ^ lta as wor ld's mother and to Rama as the 

world s father (1.15).“ Elsewhere in the poem Rama and Sita are praised 
n erven , evotional language by village women who see them walking 
a ong t e roa . e two are compared to various divine couples, and 
the very sight of them has redemptive effects (2.14-25; 7.36). In another 
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of TulsT Das's works Rama and Sita are worshiped and addressed in 
devotional tones: "My mind now tells me that save for Rama's and 
Sita's feet I shall go nowhere else ." 37 In his invocation to his Ramcarit- 
manas Tulsi Das invokes several deities and includes this verse to Sita: 
"Hail to Rama's own beloved Sita, victor o'er all suff'ring, / Mistress of 
birth, life, death, and of all happiness the giver ." 38 In the popular folk 
dramas of North India, the Ram Lilas, in which whole villages act out 
the story of Rama over the course of several weeks, the actors playing 
the roles of Rama and Sita are worshiped by the spectators as deities 39 

Consistent with her role in Valmlki's Ramayana as the ideal wife 
who subordinates herself to her husband, Sita never achieves the posi¬ 
tion of a great, powerful, independent deity. Even compared to such 
goddesses as Lak$ml and Parvatl, who in most respects are portrayed as 
ideal wives in Hindu mythology, Sita lacks an identity, power, and will 
of her own. She remains in Rama's shadow to such an extent that she is 
often hardly visible at all. Sita is rarely mentioned in such devotional 
works as TulsT Das's Kavitavali and Vinaya-patrika. Hanuman and 
Lak$mana, in fact, are mentioned more often than she is. And when 
Rama's consort is specified, TulsT Das often prefers to identify her as 
Lak§ml, not as Sita . 40 In fact, TulsT Das expresses devotion more often 
to Parvatl and Gaftga as goddesses than he does to Sita . 41 

In popular Hinduism today Sita is revered as a deity, and in the 
numerous Ram Lila performances throughout the Hindi-speaking area 
of North India the actor who plays Sita (all actors are males) is wor¬ 
shiped as a deity. But Sita is rarely worshiped in her own right. It would 
be very unusual to find a temple dedicated to Sita alone. In Rama and 
Hanuman temples an image of Sita is installed alongside or between 
Rama and Lak§marva, where she receives worship along with her hus¬ 
band and brother-in-law. Though she is honored along with Rama, it is 
understood that she is not his equal. 

If Sita does not assume the role of a popular, powerful goddess 
more or less equal to her husband Rama, she does play two important 
roles in the context of devotion to Rama: the role of intermediary and 
the role of ideal devotee. Addressing her as world mother, TulsT Das pe¬ 
titions Sita to act as his advocate before Rama . 42 She is not approached 
directly for divine blessing but as one who has access to Rama, who 
alone dispenses divine grace. Again, consistent with her subordinate 
position vis-a-vis Rama in the Ramayana, consistent with her role as one 
who always subordinates her will to his, Sita here acts primarily as a 
messenger between Rama and his devotees. In her loyalty and devotion 
she has gained the Lord's ear, and because of this she is sometimes 
approached by his devotees for help in seeking Rama s favor. 

Sita also assumes the role of devotee in the later Rama cult and thus 
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assumes a place as model to Rama's devotees. Although Hanuman is the 
most popular model of Rama devotion in the later Rama cults, Sita is 
often pictured as an ardent devotee. In the Ramcarit-manas, for exam¬ 
ple, she is typically pictured as intoxicated by the appearance of Rama 
and steadfastly devoted to him. Indeed, in the Ramcarit-manas TulsT 
Das has sometimes altered the narrative in such a way as to emphasize 
Sita s devotion and love for Rama. For example, in the Valmiki Ra- 
mayana Sita pleads to accompany Rama to the forest by appealing to 
law and custom. She argues that a wife's duty is to be with her husband. 
In the Ramcarit-manas, however, Rama and others argue that religious 
custom and law dictate that she should stay behind and take care of her 
in-laws. Backing up these arguments are other reasons why she should 
stay behind, including the argument that someone as delicate as Sita 
could not endure the difficulties of the forest life. Sita's reply does not 
dwell on the social norm that a wife always be with her husband, as in 
the Valmiki Ramayana, but on the unbearable agony that separation 
from her husband will inflict. It is not her sense of duty but her love for 
nd devotion to Rama which give Sita s plea its force and passion in the 
Ramcarit-manas : 13 


Sita s role as devotee, like her role as intermediary, casts her in a 
subsidiary positon vis-a-vis Rama. He is the supreme deity, the object of 
evo ion; she is the ideal devotee, the model for the human devotee, 
ely devotion has here become a metaphor for ideal devotion to God. 
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Radha, like Sita, is understood primarily in relation to a male con¬ 
sort. Throughout her history Radha has been inextricably associated 
with the god Kr§na. Unlike Sita, however, Radha's relationship to 
Kr$na is adulterous. Although she is married to another, she is passion¬ 
ately attracted to Kj*$na. Radha s illicit relationship with Kr§na breaks 
all social norms and casts her in the role of one who willfully steps out¬ 
side the realm of dharma to pursue her love. In contrast to Sita, who is 
the model of wifely devotion and loyalty, whose foremost concern is the 
reputation and well-being of her husband, Radha invests her whole 
being in an adulterous affair with the irresistibly beautiful Kr?na. 

This relationship takes place during Kr?na's youth or adolescence, 
before his adult years, when he marries Rukminl, Satyabhama, and 
others, and before his part in the Mahabharata war. Radha and Krsna's 
love affair takes place in the cowherd village of Vraja and in the woods 
and bowers of Vrndavana. In many ways the setting is idyllic, removed 
from the pragmatic world of social duty, a setting often described as filled 
with natural beauty, where spring is eternal, and where the vigor and 
excitement of youth are expressed through Kr?pa's sports. In most ways 
Vraja is heaven on earth. 1 

But all is not blissful fulfillment for Radha. Her liaison with Kr?na is 
brief, and even at its passionate height Kr$na arouses Radha's jealousy 
b.y consorting with other lovers. The theme of love in separation is a 
dominant one in their relationship (particularly from Radha's point of 
view) and counterbalances the frenzy and ecstasy of their union. 

Radha's popularity develops primarily in the context of devotion to 
Kr§na. In religious movements in which devotion to the cowherd god is 
central, such as the Bengal Vai§navas and the Vallabhacarins, Radha 
becomes the model of love for the Lord. It is primarily Kr$na devotees 
who write poems celebrating the many nuances of Radha and Kr$na's 
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love; for these devotees Radha's frenzied love for Kr$na is an emotion 
and an attitude to be emulated. The love affair of Radha and Kr$na in 
this devotional context becomes a metaphor for the divine-human rela¬ 
tionship. Radha represents the human devotee who gives up everything 
in order to cling to the Lord, and Kr$na represents God, irresistibly 
beautiful and attractive. The aim of Kr$na devotees is to develop or un¬ 
cover the Radha dimension within themselves, that tendency within all 
human beings to devote themselves entirely and passionately to Kr$na. 


THE EARLY HISTORY OF RADHA 

Radha does not appear as a fully developed figure until quite late in 
the Hindu tradition. Prior to Jayadeva's Gitagovinda (twelfth century) 
she is mentioned in only a few brief references. 2 The Padma-, Brahma- 
vaivarta-, and Devi-bhdgavata-puranas, which describe her affair with 
Kr$na in detail, are all considered late. Although the early references are 
few and although they never supply lengthy descriptions of Radha, her 
character is nevertheless clearly suggested. 

In these passages Radha is a lovesick girl or woman who is over¬ 
come by her emotions. The Venisariihara of Bhatta Narayana (antedates 
a.d. 800) describes Radha as being angered while making love to Kr$na 
and as leaving him while choking on her tears. 3 In the Dhvanyalokalo- 
cana of Abhinavagupta (early tenth century) Radha weeps pitifully 
when Kr$na leaves the village of Vraja for Mathura, where he begins his 
adult life. 4 She is described in K$emendra's Dasdvatdracarita (1066) as 
barely able to speak when Kr$na leaves for Mathura. 

With tears, flowing away like life in Madhava's desertion, 

Falling on her breasts' firm tips, Radha was like a laden 
kadamba tree 

As tears were strewn by her endless sighing and trembling 
gait — 

Darkened by the delusion that was bound to all her hopes, 

She became like the new rainy season engulfed in darkness. 5 

Although the adulterous aspect of her love is not mentioned explic- 
itly in any of these early references, the centrality of love in separation 
(viraha ) is clear in almost every one. In later texts it is the illicit nature of 
Radha s love for Kr$na that usually necessitates long periods of separa¬ 
tion and dictates that she cannot leave with him when he goes away to 
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Mathura or later to Dvaraka; it is probable that the authors of these ear¬ 
lier passages also understood Radha to be married to another man, to be 
parakiya (belonging to another) in her relationship with Kc§na. 

Another characteristic of Radha is clear in these early references: 
she is always associated with Kr$na. None of the references shows inter¬ 
est in Radha per se. It is only her love for Kr§na, or his love for her, 
which is mentioned. In several of these texts Kr§na is as hopelessly im¬ 
passioned and maddened by love as Radha. When he mounts his chariot 
to leave Vraja he is described in K$emendra's Dasdvatdracarita as look¬ 
ing longingly for a sight of Radha, as being disconsolate, and as sighing 
unhappily. 6 In the Siddhahemasabdanusana of Hemacandra (1088- 
1172) we read: 

Though Hari sees every person with full regard. 

Still his glance goes wherever Radha is— 

Who can arrest eyes ensnared by love? 7 

Prior to her appearance as a fully developed heroine in Jayadeva's 
Gitagovinda, then, Radha is known to the Indian literary tradition as a 
young girl who is passionately in love with Kr§na; that love is often 
expressed in terms of separation from him, which suggests an illicit qual¬ 
ity to their affair. 


THE GOPI TRADITION 

Another historical thread is important in understanding Radha's 
central role in Jayadeva s writing and in the later devotional movements 
of North India. This is the mythological tradition surrounding Krona's 
sojourn in Vraja and his dalliance there with the gopTs, the cowherd 
women of the village. This tradition dates back to the Harivarhsa (ca. 
a.d. 500) and is a central part of most later Vai§nava Purdnas. The most 
popular and detailed rendering of the tradition prior to Jayadeva is 
found in the Bhdgavata-purdna, written in South India sometime during 
the tenth century. 8 According to this mythological tradition, Krona's 
father spirits him away from Mathura, where he was born, to escape the 
threat of his murderous uncle, Kamsa. Krona's father leaves the infant in 
the home of Nanda and Yasoda, a cowherd couple, who raise the child 
as their own in the village of Vraja. On reaching maturity Kr§na leaves 
Vraja, returns to Mathura, and slays Kamsa. According to early rendi¬ 
tions of this tradition, Kr§na is an incarnation of Vi§nu, and the purpose 
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of his incarnation as Kr$na is to slay Karhsa, who is oppressing the earth 
with his wickedness. The primary focus of the narrative in the Bhaga¬ 
vata-purana, however, and the central interest of the later devotional 
traditions in North India, is Krona's sojourn in Vraja, where he sports 
with his young companions and, on reaching adolescence, dallies with 
the women of the village. 

The village women dote on Kr$na as a child. They tolerate and are 
often amused by his pranks. But their interest in him changes to passion¬ 
ate longing when he grows older. They are all married women, but none 
is able to resist Kr$na s beauty and charm. He is described as retiring to 
the woods, where he plays his flute on autumn nights when the moon is 
full. Hearing the music, the women are driven mad with passion and 
give up their domestic roles and chores to dash away to be with Kr$na in 
the bowers of Vrndavana. They jump up in the middle of putting on 
their makeup, abandon their families while eating a meal with them, 
leave food to burn on the stove, and run out of their homes to be with 
Kr$na. They are so distraught and frenzied as they rush to his side that 
their clothes and jewelry come loose and fall off (10.29.3-7). 

In the woods the gopis sport and play with Kr$na. They make love 
in the forest and in the waters of the Jumna River. In some accounts of 
the tradition Kr$na is said to multiply himself so that each woman has a 
Krjna to herself. The mood is joyous, festive, and erotic. The text makes 
no attempt to deny the impropriety of the gopis leaving their husbands 
and abandoning their social responsibilities in order to make love to 
Kr$na. Kr$na even teases some of the women for behaving illicitly 
(10.29.26-27). 6 


No mention is made of Radha in any of these early accounts of the 
gopt tradition. The gopis, in fact, are not mentioned by name but are 
usually treated as a group. In general, K r$ na is portrayed as sporting 
with many women at once. The Bhagavata-purana mentions a favorite 
gopi. Kpna goes off with her alone, but when she begins to feel proud of 
erself for being singled out by Kr?na and asks him to carry her, he 
disappears, reducing her to tears and remorse (10.30.35-38) The lesson 
seems clear: Kr 5 na's love is not exclusive. He loves all the cowherd 
women and encourages them all to love him in return. 

The role of the cowherd women in the context of devotion is made 
fairly clear in the Bhagavata-purana itself. The nature of true devotion, 
tfte text says, is highly emotional and causes horripilation tears, loss of 
control and frenzy (11.14.23-24). Those who love the Lord truly 
behave like the gopis. They let nothing come between themselves and 
the Lord. When they hear his call they abandon everything to be with 
him. Even though they are married and have household duties to attend 
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to, even though they incur the censure of society, they rush off to be 
with Kr$na when they hear his call. So too should the ardent devotee 
behave in loving Kf§na. In their disregard for normal social roles, in 
their extreme emotion and frenzy, the gopTs serve as an appropriate 
metaphor for the divine-human love affair. Radha, as we shall see, in¬ 
herits this role in the later devotional movements, particularly in Bengal. 


RADHA AS BELONGING TO ANOTHER (PARAKlYA) 

Not until Jayadeva's GTtagovinda in the twelfth century do we find 
a sustained rendition of Radha as the central figure in the love drama 
between Kr$na and the cowherd women of Vraja. In this poem the tradi¬ 
tion of Radha as K^ria's favorite and the tradition of the gopTs came 
together to form the central heroine of the text. The poem is dominated 
by the lovesick Radha, who ventures out at night to search the woods 
for her lover, Kj*§na. Several familiar allusions to Vraja and to Krona's 
foster parents make it clear that the context of the drama is set in the 
cowherd village described in the earlier gopT tradition. The whole flavor 
of the poem, however, lacks the festive, joyful, carnival-like atmosphere 
of earlier descriptions of Kona's love play with the cowherd women. 
The GTtagovinda is written almost entirely from Radha's point of view, 
and the dominant emotion is love in separation ( viraha ). 

The texts in the gopT tradition prior to Jayadeva focused primarily 
on the external characteristics of the womens attachment to Kr$na. 
Frenzy, horripilation, frantic haste, and shuddering characterize the 
gopTs when they hear Krona's flute and dally ,with him in the woods. 
With Radha the focus changes to the internal, shifting moods of a spe¬ 
cific woman. Whereas the early gopT tradition concentrated on exterior 
landscapes, painting lush pictures of Kona's dalliance with hundreds of 
smitten women in the woods of Vjrtdavana, the GTtagovinda through 
the heroine Radha explores interior landscapes and paints moody 
pictures of obsessive love. Almost the entire GTtagovinda deals with 
Radha separated from and searching for Kr$na. She experiences longing, 
jealousy, and sorrow. The overall mood is not that of joyful union, 
although the two do unite blissfully at the end of the poem, but of love 
in separation, which causes Radha pain. In the flowering bowers of 
Vrndavana, amid the joyful celebration of spring throughout the natural 
world, Radha is tormented by her love. 

When spring came, tender-limbed Radha wandered 
Like a flowering creeper in the forest wilderness. 
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Seeking Krishna in his many haunts. 

The god of love increased her ordeal. 

Tormenting her with fevered thoughts. 

And her friend sang to heighten the mood. 9 

Although Radha's marital status is not specified in the Gitagovinda, 
there are hints that she belongs to another man. 10 The whole drama 
takes place at night in the woods and is surrounded by secrecy. It is not 
a relationship that takes place under the approving eye of society. 
Whether or not Radha is married to another man, Kr$na certainly is not 
married to her and consorts with other women, which makes Radha 
jealous. The whole mood suggests that Radha's love for Kr$na is illicit, 
that she has no formal claim on him, and that in order to be with him 
she must risk the dangers of the night, the woods, and public censure. 

Radha's illicit love for Krsna is the central theme in the poetry of 
Vidyapati (1352-1448) and Candidas (ca. fourteenth to fifteenth cen¬ 
tury). Both authors make it clear that she is married to another man 
and that she risks social ostracism by pursuing her affair with Kr$na. 
Vidyapati describes Radha as a woman of noble family, but he portrays 
Kr$na as a common villager. In loving Kr$na Radha sacrifices her status 
and reputation. 

I who body and soul 
am at your beck and call, 
was a girl of noble family. 

I took no thought for what would be said of me, 

I abandoned everything. 11 

Many poems portray Radha as torn between seeking out Krsna and pro¬ 
tecting her reputation. Her love for him totally possesses her but is 
extremely dangerous to reveal. The matter is put succinctly by Radha 
at one point: "If I go [to Krsna) I lose my home / If I stay I lose my 
love. 12 As always happens when Radha is so torn, she decides in favor 
of going to Kr$na, in this case despite a full moon that lights up the vil- 
age and forest so that she fears she will be discovered. 

The theme of Radha s abandoning her social duty to love Kr?na is 
central in the poems of Candidas. Candidas describes Radha as a forth- 
rig t, strong-willed woman who, although married to a man named 
Ayana, does not hesitate to incur the wrath of her family and village to 
be with Krgna. In Candidas s poems Radha is not secretive about her 
illicit love, although the dire social consequences of her adultery are 
mentioned repeatedly. Realizing that it will entail social censure, she 




Radha and Kr$na. Kangra, 1785 a.d. Victoria and Albert Museum. Philip Rawson, Oriental 
Erotic Art (New York: A and W Publishers, 1981), fig. 44, p. 50. 
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knowingly and willfully makes a choice to love Kr$na; having made that 
choice she is not inclined to keep her adultery a secret. 

Casting away 
All ethics of caste 
My heart dotes on Krishna 
Day and night. 

The custom of the clan 
Is a far-away cry 
And now I know 
That love adheres wholly 
To its own laws. 13 

Radha is rebellious in her attitude, cursing her fate and the society that 
would keep her married to her husband, whom she describes as a dolt, 
and away from Kr$na. Impatient and angry with her painful situation, 
she threatens to burn down her house, which represents a social identity 
and destiny that would keep her away from her beloved. 

I throw ashes at all laws 
Made by man or god. 

I am born alone. 

With no companion. 

What is the worth 
Of your vile laws 
That failed me 
In love. 

And left me with a fool, 

A dumbskull [Ayana]? 

My wretched fate 
Is so designed 
That he is absent 
For whom I long. 

I will set fire to this house 
And go away. 14 

In the sixteenth century a devotional movement centered on the 
worship of Kr ? na arose in Bengal. At the center of this movement was 
aitanya (1486-1533), who in his own devotion to Kr$na imitated the 
emotional traumas of the lovesick Radha. In the subsequent history of 
the movement Radha continued to play a central role as the devotee par 
excellence of Kr§na. According to the theologians of the movement, a 
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devotee may approach the Lord in a variety of moods or modes: the 
contemplative mood, in which the Lord is approached as transcendent; 
the mood of. the servant, in which the Lord is approached as a master; 
the mood of a friend; the mood of a parent; and the mood of the lover. 
Furthermore, the theologians have ranked these moods. The least wor¬ 
thy modes of approach to Kr$na emphasize his transcendent qualities of 
lordship; the most worthy modes maximize the intimacy between the 
devotee and Kr$na. The mood of the lover is affirmed to be the best 
approach, the mood most cherished by the Lord himself, and of all 
lovers of the Lord Radha is affirmed to be Krona's favorite. Throughout 
the poetry, literature, and devotion of the movement, Radha plays a 
central role. Her parakiya (belonging to another man) status vis-a-vis 
Kr$na is also maintained in the mythology, worship, and theology of the 
Bengal Vai$navas. 

What seems clear is that the Bengal Vai$navas and other devotional 
movements that center on Kr$na devotion, such as the Vallabhacarins, 15 
understand quite well that the adulterous nature of Radha's love for 
Kr^na is appropriate as a devotional metaphor. In fact, the superiority 
of illicit love is argued by the Bengal Vai$nava theologians in some 
detail. Their main point is that illicit love is given freely, makes no legal 
claims, and as such is selfless. Married love, they argue, functions 
according to rights and obligations in which both partners have specific 
expectations of each other, including sexual gratification. Married love, 
it is argued, is characterized by kama (sexual lust), while Radha's love, 
illicit and adulterous though it may be, is characterized by prema (self¬ 
less love for the beloved). 16 And selfless love is what Krsna desires. 

The illicit nature of Radha's love is deemed appropriate for other 
reasons as well. Because of the adulterous nature of her love, Radha 
must overcome many obstacles in order to satisfy her love. The impedi¬ 
ments put in her way serve to increase that love. The long periods of 
separation, far from cooling her emotions serve to enhance her feelings. 
Married love, in contrast, operates without any obstacles or impedi¬ 
ments. There is very little separation, and it can become routine and 
boring. Radha's love for Kr$na is full of risk, insecurity, painful separa¬ 
tion, and hence periodic thrills of union. As a metaphor of the divine- 
human relationship, the illicit nature of Radha's love is held to be 
superior to any example of married love. The devotional attitude held in 
highest esteem by the Bengal Vaisnavas is characterized by uncontrolled 
frenzy, weeping, and ecstatic feelings. The Lord's presence is held to be 
surpassingly beautiful and irresistible and its effect on the devotee 
devastating. The devotee, however, in responding to the Lord's pres¬ 
ence, can never count on binding the Lord through love. Kr$na is always 
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free to come and go, and the devotee often spends long periods in pain¬ 
ful separation from Kr$na. These feelings and experiences, seen as rare in 
married love, are epitomized in Radha's adulterous love. 

It is probably not surprising that some Bengal Vai$navas were 
tempted to argue that Radha was svakiya (married to Kr$na) in her 
affair with Kr$na. An adulterous sexual affair at the center of their devo¬ 
tional mythology was understandably embarrassing to some devotees. 
The illicit nature of Radha's love, however, her parakiya status, even¬ 
tually came to be declared the orthodox position. The issue was even the 
subject of a formal debate in 1717. The proponents of the parakiya posi¬ 
tion were declared the winners. 17 

Given Radha s central position in Bengal Vai$navism it is under¬ 
standable that she herself tended to become an object of devotion and 
the subject of metaphysical speculation in the writings of the movement. 
The sixteenth-century dramas of Rupa Gosvamin, the leading theologian 
of the movement, cast Radha in the familiar role as the foremost lover of 
the Lord, the paradigm of complete devotion. Her mind is totally ob¬ 
sessed with Kr$na to the point that, in pique, she tries in vain to forget 
him. Her utter preoccupation with him is contrasted to those mere fleet¬ 
ing glimpses that sages and ascetics attain of the Lord after arduous med¬ 
itation and spiritual exercises. 


Seeking to meditate for a moment upon Krishna, 

The sage wrests his mind from the objects of sense; 

This child [Radha] draws her mind away from Him 
To fix it on mere worldly things. 

The yogf yearns for a tiny flash of Krishna in his heart; 
Look—this foolish girl strives to banish Him from hers! 1 ' 1 


in the^nf ha %t° achieved the P° sitit - of receiving devotion herself 
tion of K 3yS 'k u° St n USta ' ned CXample in R °P a ' s P^ys is the devo- 
concemS 1 Z h R ! dh "- ^ ^ pktured doting Radha ' 

and losin^« L T °" ?u ** sin S le - mi " d * d attention of a yogi 
tion ZhK if' r ' 9 JUSt 35 R§dha in her tot al preoccupa- 

and sees^aJF 5665 CVe !' ywhere ' 50 K r?na is similarly entranced 
how is it th f eVery ^ e [ e ' R adha appears before me on every side; 
as Radh- H l f ° r me tHe three W ° rlds have become Radha?" 20 And just 
too kIp I* 5 §eStUr f S °J adoration toward Kr 5 na in the dramas, so 
Indif p "I * 5 WOrshipful 8 esture s to Radha, which indicate to the 
audience Radha s status as a being worthy of reverence. 

Other characters in the plays also revere Radha. The elderly go- 
between, Paurnamasr, Radha's two female friends, Lalita and Visakha, 
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and Krona's foster mother, Yasoda, all admire and dote on Radha in var¬ 
ious moods that are held appropriate for devotion to Kr$na. 21 In many 
cases Radha's own emotions toward Kr$na are echoed in the emotions of 
Radha's friends toward her. Lalita, for example, cries in grief at the 
thought of Radha's leaving, just as Radha grieves at the thought of 
Krona's leaving. 22 Rupa's aim in the drama seems clear: he is portraying 
Radha as worthy of devotion by Kr$na devotees. In doing this, however, 
he is not detracting from the centrality of Kr$na himself, who through¬ 
out the dramas is the object of Radha's passion. 

Radha's status as a being worthy of worship by Kr$na devotees is 
explained in the philosophic teachings of the Bengal Vaisnavas. Kr$na, 
the ultimate godhead, includes within himself various saktis , powers 
through which he reveals and displays himself. For example, by means 
of certain saktis he creates the world. His essential nature, however, is 
displayed through his svarupa sakti (own form). Within this svarupa 
sakti are contained other saktis , the most essential of which is the hla- 
din\ sakti , the sakti of bliss. This sakti is understood to be the most re¬ 
fined essence of the godhead, Kr$na in his most sublime and complete 
form. And this hladitu sakti is identified with none other than Radha 
herself. 23 

If Radha is Kr§na, if Kr$na is Radha—which is the import of this 
theological doctrine—then Radha is essentially divine and as such wor¬ 
thy of the devotee's adoration. From the point of view of the devotee, 
Radha's centrality to devotion is not limited to her role as a model to be 
imitated or an ideal to be pursued. She herself may now be doted on 
with efficacious results, as she herself is part of, indeed, is the essence of, 
the godhead. In this theological vision Radha has assumed the position 
of Krona's eternal sakti. Her role as the ideal human devotee is necessar¬ 
ily played down as her divine status as Krona's sakti is emphasized. On 
the model of other divine couples—Siva-Parvati, Rama-Sita, Vi$nu- 
Lak$ml—Radha assumes the position of a heavenly deity whom the 
devotee supplicates. 

Another significant implication of this theological vision is that 
Radha is no longer necessarily seen as parakxya to Kr$na. Although their 
dalliances may be described as illicit, although Radha is said to be mar¬ 
ried to another man, ultimately she is an aspect of Krona's own being 
and thus really belongs to him. His sport with her is an eternal self¬ 
dalliance by which or in which he is enabled to appreciate his own para¬ 
mount beauty. 24 

Although the theology of the Bengal Vaisnavas provides an avenue 
for reinterpreting Radha as belonging to Kr$na and not to another man, 
the movement steadfastly resisted playing down the illicit, adulterous 
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dimension of Radha's love for Kr$na and even declared the parakiy q 
position the orthodox doctrine. From the devotional point of view, 
Radha's love for Kr$na would lose some of its intensity, fervor, and pas¬ 
sion if she were understood to be married to him. To this day, among 
Kr$na devotees for whom the mode of the lover is the most sublime 
approach to Kr$na, it is understood that Radha's love for Kr$na, which 
is always described as selfless love ( prerna ), expresses itself without any 
formal obligation or legal duty on her part. Her love is spontaneous and 
complete. In her relationship with Kr$na she gains nothing (from the 
worldly point of view), losing her reputation, pride of family, and so on. 
She clearly goes against the ways of the world to express her emotions. 
It is as an adulteress that these dimensions of her love are best expressed. 
Radha loves Kr$na in spite of everything, not because she has an obliga¬ 
tion to him. 


RADHA AS BELONGING TO KR$NA (SVAKlYA) 

Although Radha's position as Krona's legal, divine consort never 
became very popular in Kr$na devotional movements, there is a sus¬ 
tained rendition of Kr$na mythology in which Radha is cast in this role. 
The Brahma-vaivarta-purana assumes Radha's status as a goddess. 25 She 
is inextricably associated with Kr$na philosophically as his sakti, as his 
underlying power or that dimension of himself that empowers him, 
indeed, enables him, to create the world and display himself in his 
vanous forms. Several passages compare Radha to Kr$na in such a way 
at her status is affirmed to be comparable, equal, or even superior to 
h ] s own. For example, a familiar analogy likens Radha to the clay with 
which Kr§na, the potter, creates the world. 26 She is identified with 
pja rti, the primordial matter or substance of creation; Kr$na is identi- 
ie wit purusa, the spiritual essence of reality that stirs prakrti to 
evolve into various forms. Elsewhere the two are identified on the anab 
ogy of attribute and substance. Kr 5 na says to Radha: 

As you are, so am I; there is certainly no difference 
between us. 

As whiteness inheres in milk, as burning in fire, 
my fair Lady, 

As smell in earth, so do I inhere in you always. 27 

Another passage describes the two as initially forming an androgynous 
figure, of which Kr^na is one half and Radha the other. Radha says to 
Kr$na: 
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I have been constructed by someone out of half your body; 

Therefore there is no difference between us, and my 
heart is in you. 

Just as my Self (Atman), heart, and life has been placed 
in you, 

So has your Self, heart, and life been placed in me. 28 

The text elevates Radha to such an extent that in several places it 
states that she is superior in status to Kr$na himself. In one passage, for 
example, Kr$na is speaking to Radha and says that all things in the uni¬ 
verse have some kind of support, that without some kind of support 
they could not exist. His support, he concludes, is Radha, upon whom 
he rests eternally. 29 She alone, by implication, has no support and as 
such is the supreme reality. In another place Kr$na likens Radha to his 
atman : "You are my life; I am dead without you." 30 In another passage 
Radha is called mother of the world and Kr$na father of the world. The 
mother, however, is declared to be the guru of the father and as such is 
said to be worshiped as supreme. 31 

Radha's elevated status, her role as cosmic queen equal to or 
superior to Kr$na, gives her a central role in the cosmogony in the 
Brahma-vaivarta-purana. In one version of creation Kr$na desires to 
create and so divides himself into two, male and female. The two under¬ 
take sexual intercourse for a long time, during which his sighs and the 
sweat from her body create the winds and primordial oceans. Eventually 
he ejaculates into her; after bearing his seed for many years, she gives 
birth to a golden egg, the universe itself. The egg floats in the cosmic 
waters for a long time, then splits, and the god Vi$nu is born; he in turn 
creates innumerable worlds. 32 As creator of the universe we find Radha 
playing a role that is extremely atypical of her earlier history, namely, 
the role of mother. Nowhere in earlier literature is Radha a mother. In 
the Brahma-vaivarta-purana, however, she is often called by names that 
suggest her motherly role vis-a-vis the created world. She is called 
mother of Vi$nu (Mahavi^normatr, Mahavi$nudhatri), mother of the 
world (Jaganmatr, Jagadambika), and mother of all (Sarvamatr). 33 

Radha's personal relationship to Kr$na has also undergone signifi¬ 
cant changes in this text. In earlier literature her relationship to him was 
consistently described as nonpossessive and was characterized by love in 
separation. These qualities stemmed in good measure from the illicit 
nature of their love, in which neither could exert legal or formal controls 
over the other. As a woman married to another man, Radha owed Kr$na 
nothing. In the Brahma-vaivarta-purana, however, in which the two are 
understood to be eternally related to each other as husband and wife (or 
as god and goddess), Radha's love takes on a possessive quality. As the 
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queen of the cosmos, as consort of the great god Kr$na, she is described 
as surrounded and worshiped by millions of cowherd devotees and as 
acting the part of the chaste and jealous wife of Kr$na. At several points 
in the text Radha discovers Kr$na dallying with other women. Her reac¬ 
tion is always the same: she is outraged, jealous, and vengeful. She terri¬ 
fies Kr$na in her rage and curses her rivals to miserable fates. In one case 
a woman named Viraja is so scared of Radha's wrath that she commits 
suicide. 34 Radha s love is described in many episodes as cruel, selfish, 
and demanding. In several cases she nags Kr$na about which consort he 
loves best and is only contented when he flatters her. 35 In contrast to 
earlier descriptions of her love for Kr$na, in the Braluna-vaivarta- 
purana she is a selfish, vindictive, and insecure wife who makes life 


miserable for Kr$na, herself, and the other women of heavenly Vraja. If 
Radha has gained metaphysical promotion in the Brahma-vaivarta- 
puratifi, it seems to have been at the expense of losing her intrinsic ap¬ 
peal as the lovesick girl of Vraja, who is unable to make any claims on 
her lover. The Radha of the Bralnna-vaivarta-purana has lost her 
innocence, her intensity, and a considerable part of her charm. 

Nevertheless, although most Kr$na devotional movements rejected 
this portrait of Radha as svakiya (the text is undoubtedly quite late, 
R^k- ^ rorn ^fr eer| th or sixteenth century), a few small groups revere 

Her r ° le 3S cosmic queen ' Both the Radhavallabhins and the 
oaknibhavas, movements that arose sometime during the sixteenth 
century m and around Brindaban in North India, place Radha in a 
Radh‘' >n n'Tu ar t0 Her position in the Brahma-vaivarta-purana. The 
than nl n Tu in c h , eir . aCtUal deVOti ° n conce ntrate on Radha more 
becomin C a ^ B ' BBavas ex press their piety by concentrating on 

wornT' 8 r 3 " 5 ° r L friends of Radha - ^ their rituals they dress like 
in everv w d ^ devotion b y dotin S °n Radha and serving her 

words of ay ' T f he , attltude of these movements is nicely expressed in the 
may do I!" V " Krishna is the “"rant of Radha. He 

He is at be,^ 0 ° f building the world ' but Radha sits as Queen, 

wiping RmZ ' mUry S,a,e ' **«T of Krishna by 
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One of the most impressive and formidable goddesses of tne Hindu 
pantheon—and one of the most popular—is the goddess Durga. Her 
primary mythological function is to combat demons who threaten the 
stability of the cosmos. In this role she is depicted as a great battle queen 
with many arms, each of which wields a weapon. She rides a fierce lion 
and is described as irresistible in battle. The demon she is most famous 
for defeating is Mahi?a, the buffalo demon. Her most popular epithet is 
Mahi§a-mardim, the slayer of Mahi?a, and her most common icon- 
ographic representation shows her defeating Mahi$a. 

At a certain point in her history Durga becomes associated with the 
god Siva as his wife. In this role Durga assumes domestic characteristics 
and is often identified with the goddess Parvatl. She also takes on the 
role of mother in her later history. At her most important festival, 
Durga Puja, she is shown flanked by four deities identified as her 
children: Karttikeya, Ganesa, Sarasvati, and Lak$mL 

It also seems clear that Durga has, or at least at some point in her 
history had, a close connection with the crops or with the fertility of 
vegetation. Her festival, which is held at harvest time, associates her 
with plants, and she also receives blood offerings, which may suggest 
the renourishment of her powers of fertility. 


THE WARRIOR GODDESS 

Although several Vedic deities play central roles as demon slayers 
and warriors, no goddesses are cast in this function in Vedic literature. 
The name Durga is mentioned in Vedic literature, 1 but no goddess 
resembling the warrior goddess of later Hinduism is to be found in these 
early texts. 
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Around the fourth century a.d. images of Durga slaying a buffalo 
begin to become common throughout India. 2 By the medieval period 
(after the sixth century) Durga has become a well-known and popularly 
worshiped deity. Her mythological deeds come to be told in many texts, 
and descriptions of and injunctions to undertake her autumnal worship 
are common in several late Upa-puranas. 3 

Durga's historical origin seems to be among the indigenous non- 
Aryan cultures of India. In addition to there being no similar goddesses 
among the deities of the Vedic tradition, many early references to Durga 
associate her with peripheral areas such as the Vindhya Mountains, 
tribal peoples such as the Sabaras, and non-Aryan habits such as drink¬ 
ing liquor and blood and eating meat. 4 Although Durga becomes an 
establishment goddess in medieval Hinduism, protecting the cosmos 
from the threat of demons and guarding dharma like a female version of 
Visnu, her roots seem to be among the tribal and peasant cultures of 
India, which eventually leavened the male-dominated Vedic pantheon 
with several goddesses associated with power, blood, and battle. 

Hindu mythology includes several accounts of Durga's origin. She 
is sometimes said to arise from Vi$nu as the power that makes him sleep 
hl , S creative P ower . In the V. snu-purana Vi $nu enlists her 

(5 1 93) In r? ^ 3 d T° n king wh ° * S threatenin 8 the infant Kr§na 
Y 1 , e D evi-mahatmya she comes to the aid of the god Brahma 

slumber™^: ^ ^ T hi ™ elf when Brahma i™okes her to leave the 

I’ 3Waken 3nd fight d — 

time a demon1 n The u Skanda -f“ ra *“ elates that once upon a 
vatltoslav^ H threatened the w °dd. Siva requested Par- 

dess and defeated Th T^' ^ u™™ 6 th<? f ° Fm ° f a warrior S od ' 
Thereafter Pa rvatr ** ? em °\ wh ° ^ok the form of a buffalo. 

account of'her oril T " ^ ^ (2 ' 83 >•* A similar 

Sumbha and N^umbha r ^ defeat the demons 

when Parvatf sheds her “ rga eme rges from Parvati in these accounts 
own as a wa^I^ ^ whfch tak “ a " identity of its 

necYYYtYeYYh T. b -old in con- 

austerities, Mahisa was era Y ,hT Mah k ' ?a L After performing heroic 
all opponents excepT a w“ J b °°" ' ha ' he WouW invincible to 

battle and usurped their positions TheYd Y V defea,ed the 8 ods in 
at the thought of Mahisa s t * g (°. S en assem bled and, angry 

anything abY ThT"' “ t° 

and strength congealed into the body of a beautifd woT' "T ° f ‘‘T 
dor spread through the universe. Y parts oftYYY 
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the male gods. Her face was formed from Siva, her hair from Yama, her 
arms from Vi$nu, and so on. Similarly, each of the male deities from 
whom she had been created gave her a weapon. Siva gave her his tri¬ 
dent, Vi$nu gave her his cakra (a discus-like weapon), Vayu his bow and 
arrows, and so on. Equipped by the gods and supplied by the god 
Himalaya with a lion as her vehicle, Durga, the embodied strength of 
the gods, then roared mightily, causing the earth to shake. 7 

The creation of the goddess Durga thus takes place in the context of 
a cosmic crisis precipitated by a demon whom the male gods are unable 
to subdue. She is created because the situation calls for a woman, a 
superior warrior, a peculiar power possessed by the goddess with which 
the demon may be deluded, or a combination of all three. Invariably 
Durga defeats the demon handily, demonstrating both superior martial 
ability and superior power. On the battlefield she often creates female 
helpers from herself. The most famous of these are the goddess Kali and 
a group of ferocious deities known as the Matrkas (mothers), who usually 
number seven. 8 These goddesses seem to embody Durga's fury and are 
wild, bloodthirsty, and particularly fierce. 9 Durga does not create male 
helpers, and to my knowledge she does not fight with male allies. 
Although she is created by the male gods and does their bidding and 
although she is observed and applauded by them, she (along with her 
female helpers and attendants) fights without direct male support against 
male demons—and she always wins. 

Durga's distinctive nature, and to a great extent probably her ap¬ 
peal, comes from the combination of world-supportive qualities and 
liminal characteristics that associate her with the periphery of civilized 
order. 10 In many respects Durga violates the model of the Hindu woman. 
She is not submissive, she is not subordinated to a male deity, she does 
not fulfill household duties, and she excels at what is traditionally a male 
function, fighting in battle. As an independent warrior who can hold her 
own against any male on the battlefield, she reverses the normal role for 
females and therefore stands outside normal society. Unlike the normal 
female, Durga does not lend her power or sakti to a male consort but 
rather 'takes power from the male gods in order to perform her own 
heroic exploits." They give up their inner strength, fire, and heat 
create her and in so doing surrender their potency to her 

Many renditions of Durga's mythological exploits highlight her roe 
reversal by portraying her male antagonists as enamored of her and 
wanting to marry her. They have no wish to fight her at all, assume tha 
she will be no match for them in battle, and proceed to make offers o 
marriage to her." In some variants of the myth Durga explains to her an- 
tagonist and would-be suitor that her family has imposed a condition on 




. . Dur & a slaying Mahi^a. Miniature painting from School of Nupur, about 1765 a.d. Victoria and Albert 
Museum. Marguerite-Marie Deneck, Indian Art (London-. Paul Hamlyn, 1967), fig. 46. 
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her marriage, namely, that her husband must first defeat her in battle. 
The suitor is unable to do this, of course, and is annihilated in his 
attempt. In some forms of the myth the goddess rejects the offer of mar¬ 
riage with fierce, combative language, foretelling how she will tear her 
would-be suitor to pieces in battle. The antagonist, however, insists on 
interpreting this language as a metaphor for love play and blindly insists 
on trying to overcome the goddess in battle. 13 In the Mahi$a myth as told 
in the Devi-bhagavata-purana, for example, a long dialogue takes place 
between Durga and the demon in which Mahi§a insists that as a woman 
the goddess is too delicate to fight, too beautiful for anything but love 
play, and must come under the protection and guidance of a man in 
order to fulfill her proper proclivities (5.16.46-65). 

Because Durga is unprotected by a male deity, Mahisa assumes that 
she is helpless (5.12.14-30), which is the way that women are portrayed 
in the Dharma-sastras , 14 There women are said to be incapable of han¬ 
dling their own affairs and to be socially inconsequential without rela¬ 
tionships with men. They are significant primarily as sisters, daughters, 
and mothers of males and as wives. Nearly all forms of Durga's 
mythical exploits portray her as independent from male support and 
relationships yet irresistibly powerful. She is beautiful and seductive in 
appearance, but her beauty does not serve its normal function, which is 
to attract a husband. It serves to entice her victims into fatal battle. 

In short, this beautiful young woman who slays demons seeking to 
be her lovers and who exists independent from male protection or 
guidance represents a vision of ihe feminine that challenges the stereo¬ 
typed view of women found in traditional Hindu law books. Such 
a characterization perhaps suggests the extraordinary power that is re¬ 
pressed in women who are forced into submissive and socially demean¬ 
ing roles. In her role reversal Durga exists outside normal structures and 
provides a version of reality that potentially, at least, may be refreshing 
and socially invigorating. 15 

Durga's liminal nature is also evident in her favorite habitats and in 
some of her favorite habits. Nearly all of Durga's myths associate her 
with mountains, usually the Himalayas or the Vindhyas. One of her 
common epithets is Vindhyavasini, ''she who dwells in the Vindhya 
Mountains." These mountainous regions are areas considered geographi¬ 
cally peripheral to civilized society and inaccessible except through 
heroic efforts. The Vindhyas, in particular, are also regarded as danger¬ 
ous because of the violent and hostile tribal peoples who dwell there. In¬ 
deed, Durga is said to be worshiped by tribal groups such as the Sabaras. 

In this worship, furthermore, she is said to receive (and to enjoy) meat 
and blood, both of which are regarded by civilized Aryan society as 
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highly polluting. In the Devi-mahatmya Durga is also described as quaff¬ 
ing wine during battle in her fight with Mahi$a (3.33) and as laughing 
and glaring with reddened eyes under its influence. In the concluding 
scene of the Devi-mahatmya her devotees are instructed to propitiate 
her with offerings of their own flesh and blood (13.8). Durga's prefer¬ 
ence for inaccessible dwelling places, her worship by tribal peoples, her 
taste for intoxicating drink, meat, and blood, her ferocious behavior on 
the battlefield, and her preference for the flesh and blood of her devotees 
convey a portrait of a goddess who stands outside the civilized order of 
dharma; her presence is to be found only after stepping out of the or¬ 
derly world into the liminal space of the mountainous regions where she 
dwells. 


Reinforcing Durga s tendencies to the antistructural or liminal are 
certain associations with negative, or at least inauspicious, qualities or 
powers such as sleep, hunger, and maya (in the sense of delusion). In the 
Mahi$a episode of the Devi-mahatmya she is called she whose form is 
s eep (5.15), she whose form is hunger (5.16), she whose form is shadow 
(5.17), and she whose form is thirst (5.19). 

These associations are particularly emphasized in versions of the 
at ^ ur 8 as a * d to Brahma and Vi$nu against the demons 

*, a ,, U an f ^ a ^ ta Bha. In this myth as told in the Devi-mahatmya 
i-ii , U an , ^ a ^ a bha are born from Vi$nu's ear wax. They threaten to 
1 e god Brahma, who in turn has been born from a lotus sprung 
to r s nave ^- Brahma appeals to the goddess in the form of sleep 

Thro ^ ° rt l r ° m so tbat he awaken and slay the demons, 

thm ^ ° U ^ \ e e Pi sode the goddess is called Mahamaya, the power that 
deed WS y Pe ° P 6 mt ° ^ bonda 8 e of fusion and attachment (1.40). In- 
the j ^ uccess f u l * n slaying Madhu and Kaitabha only because 

asks th e U< ^ eS tbem ^ nto °^ er lng Vi$nu a boon; he accepts and 

delude /\ 4 ^i^ enrdt b * m t0 S ^ a ^ ^em (1.73-74). She is also called great 
the black . abamoha ) the great demoness (Mahasuri) (1.58); 

(Tamasi) ^ 8Feat night ' the night of delusion (1.59); darkness 

to delusion (1 4 ?! ^ ^ orce tbat se * zes those of knowledge and leads them 
tire Madhu V -f Lu * e C3USe ° f bondage in the world (1.44). The en- 
Vi$nu's helnlpQQ 3 3 e , pisode as to * d in Devi-mahatmya hinges on 

mary effect on ^ SSaS ° ng as be is P erva( led by the goddess, whose pri- 
goddess hac T * S t0 keep h ‘ m unconsci °us. In this episode, then, the 
bv manv n ^ de ' udin 8 ' dar ^ qualities, even though she is called 

ac.lv 2 P ‘ Ve *fT' A8ai "' Dur8S ' s ™ le »*-*-,» Vjjnu seems ex- 
ly .he opposite of I lie normal role of a goddess as a male deity's sod., 
e power t at enables the god to act in the world. In this myth Vi$nu is 
on y ena e to act when the goddess leaves him. She does not em- 
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power, enliven, or strengthen Vi$nu; she puts him to sleep, reducing him 
to powerlessness. 

Counterbalancing Durga's liminal, peripheral nature, which at 
times seems to threaten dharmic stability and to inhibit the spiritual 
quest for moksa, is her role as protectress of the cosmos. Dominating 
her mythology is her role as the destroyer of demons who have usurped 
the position of the gods. As a great warrior she is created by the gods 
and acts on their behalf. While she is often said to transcend the male 
gods who create her and to excel them on the battlefield, she acts for 
their welfare. In doing this she acts to maintain or restore cosmic har¬ 
mony and balance. 

The theology underlying Durga's appearances and exploits is clear 
in the Devi-mahatmya, the most famous text extolling her deeds. Durga 
is said to underlie or pervade the cosmos; to create, maintain, and peri¬ 
odically destroy it according to the rhythmic sequences of Hindu cos¬ 
mology (12.33-35); and to assume different forms from time to time 
when cosmic balance is threatened by enemies of the lesser gods 
(11.38-51). The Devi-mahatmya puts the matter succinctly: "Though 
she is eternal, the goddess becomes manifest over and over again to pro¬ 
tect the world" (12.32). 

The Devi-mahatmya itself relates three of Durga's cosmic interven¬ 
tions on behalf of the gods: the battle with Madhu and Kaitabha; the 
battle with Mahi$a and his army; and the battle with Sumbha and 
Nisumbha and their generals, Can^a, Munda, and RaktabTja. The text 
also refers specifically to five other appearances of the goddess (11.38 
51) and implies that she is incarnate in many more forms (12.32). The 
myths that are told in detail in the Devi-mahatmya conform to a struc¬ 
ture that underlines Durga's role as the upholder and protector of the 
dharmic order. Because the myths are cast in traditional structure, they 
also make the point that Durga transcends the great male gods of the 
Hindu pantheon, who in other texts usually have the central role in these 
myths. 

The structure to which the demon-slaying myths of Durga conform 
is found throughout Hindu mythological texts and is consistent despite 
the specific deity who is featured in the myth. In basic outline the stiuc- 
ture is as follows: (1) a demon gains great power through doing austeri¬ 
ties, is granted a boon as a reward, and becomes nearly invinci e, 
(2) the demon defeats the gods and takes over their positions; (3) the 
gods prepare their revenge by creating a special being who can defeat the 
demon despite the boon, or else the lesser gods petition one of the great 
deities (Siva, Vi?nu, or a great goddess) to intervene on their behalf; 
(4) the battle takes place and often includes the creation of helpers by 
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the hero or heroine; (5) the demon is defeated, either slain or made 
subservient to the gods; (6) the gods praise the demon slayer. 1 *’ In the 
Madhu and Kaitabha myth and the myth of Sumbha and Nisumbha, 
Durga is petitioned to help the gods, whereas in the Mahi?a myth she is 
specially created by the gods. In the Mahi$a and Sumbha and Nisumbha 
myths the goddess takes a direct, active part in the battle itself, dem¬ 
onstrating her superior martial skills against her opponents. In the Sum¬ 
bha and Nisumbha myth she also creates helpers in the form of ferocious 
goddesses. In all three episodes the gods collectively praise Durga during 
the battle or after she has defeated the demons. 

The theology underlying Durga's cosmic interventions and the 
structure of the demon-slaying myths thus conform to well-known 
Hindu ideas and forms. The idea of a deity's descending to the world 
from time to time in various forms to maintain the balance of cosmic 
order is a central Vai$navite idea. Ever since the time of the Bha- 
gavad-gita the idea of Vi$nu's descending to the world in different forms 
in order to combat disorder has been well known in the Hindu tradition. 
Durga, in the DevT-mahdtmya, is heir to this avatara theology. In fact, 
in many ways Durga is a female version of Vi§nu. She, like him, creates, 
maintains, and destroys the world; intervenes on a cosmic scale 
whenever disorder threatens to disrupt the world in the form of certain 
demons; and is approached by the other gods as their savior in times of 
istress. This conformity to a well-known type of theology does not 
etract from Durga's appeal, power, or prestige. On the contrary, by 
creating her in this familiar role and by telling her myths according to a 
ami lar structure, the author of the Devi-mdhdtmya underlines Durga's 
supremacy and might . 17 6 

■;r>nal^ Ur8 ^ S ^ ? COSmic queen is com P*emented by her role as a per- 

of iK p CO n f °- ter r h ° intervenes on behalf of her devotees. Near the end 

Du^ea h eVl :™ ahat ™y a - after world has been restored to order, 

tees and th ! u ^ ^ $he * S quick l ° hearken to the pleas of her devo- 

worshio her may be petltloned in times of dist ress to help those who 

bers imDric 0 n She ™ nh ° ns s P ecificall y for est fires, wild animals, rob- 

she will save hTT' eXea f ion ' and battle as some threats from which 

after being neHH T* (12 ' 2 ^ 8) - M the end of th * Devi-mdhdtmya , 

included offer n ^ ^ dev0tees (part whose petition has 

t0 e 8 ° ddess) ' she appears before 

dom and to ih ^ ^ ^ rCtUmS his weaItb a nd king- 

m and to the other she grants ultimate liberation (13.11-15). Durga, 

then, is not just a powerful, transcendent force whose sole concern is 

maintaining the cosmic rhythms, who is moved to action only when the 







Durga. South Indian bronze, early Choja, ca. 1000 a.d. Government Mu¬ 
seum, Madras. C. Sivaramamurti, South Indian Bronzes (New Delhi: Lalit Kala 
Akademi, 1963), plate 50. Reprinted by permission of the publisher. 
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world itself is threatened. She is attentive to the needs of her devotees 
and intervenes on their behalf if asked to do so. She is a personal savior 
as well as a great battle queen who fights to defeat the enemies of the 
gods. 

Durga's distinctive nature also has to do with her identification 
with certain important Hindu philosophic ideas. The DevT-rnahatmya 
and other texts extolling Durga state that she is identical with or associ¬ 
ated with sakti, maya, and prakrti. This is to say that in some way 
Durga represents a dramatic illustration of these ideas or that these ideas 
can be discerned in her nature. Sakti is almost always understood to be 
the underlying power of the divine, the aspect of the divine that permits 
and provokes creative activity. Sakti, furthermore, is almost always un¬ 
derstood to be a positive force. When viewed ir concrete form, sakti is 
usually personified as a goddess. A common belief is that without his 
sakti, without his female counterpart, a male deity is ineffective, weak, 
and immobilized. Durga's creation by the assembled male deities in the 
Mahi$a episode dramatically depicts the goddess as sakti. Although the 
energy and heat that the deities contribute to her formation is called 
tejas ' not it is clear that the male gods are contributing their 

strength and vigor to the goddess, who epitomizes power, action, and 
strength in the battle with the demon. 18 Durga, particularly in her role as 
a e queen, is action and power personified and as such is a fitting 
representation of the idea of sakti. 

M ,P Ur8§ J t S 3 P ersonification of maya is most clearly seen in the 
y- . an . a^abha episode, in which she deludes the demons so that 

Mah5m- an S ay . them and in which she is re P eated Iy referred to as 
Hind,, S andaS Vl?0US M ^ has ne g ad ve connotations in 

episodp^M- S -^ \, and mythology, as does Durga, particularly in this 
to b P m ' S tHat Wh ’ ch deludes individuals into thinking themselves 

seeins t £ Center °f the world ' the P ower that prevents individuals from 
into self ^ rea ^y are - Maya is that which impels individuals 

identhy an T re ,' Tf"' ^1°^ ***** * the Sense of «*>, personal 
and masks 1 ‘ 7 ™ hidl d ° uds the unde rlying unity of reality 

such as Visnu !- 63560 ^ ' dentity With brahman or some exalted being 
as a poshive crH- ****’ howcver ' also be understood 

as the power that enabl 11* may be understood 

and thereforP II W 3 d ? Y ° dlSplay ° r embod y himself or herself 

I n he P ° Wer that CnableS a deif y to act 

connotahon^T/ 5 ^ ^’ ° T GqUated ° r associa ted with it, both 
creates th " J US ‘° n and crea tion-are suggested. Like Vi 5 nu, Durga 
he world through her extraordinary power, but then she be- 






DURGA 


105 


witches the creatures she has created. Underlying this apparently incom¬ 
prehensible "game" is the idea of divine lila (sport, play, or dalliance), 
according to which the gods never act out of necessity but only out of a 
sense of play. ig Unlike mere mortals, the gods (in this case Durga) act not 
from pragmatic motives but only to amuse themselves or to display 
themselves. The way in which Durga's defeat of Mahi$a is often depicted 
in Indian art suggests this theme. Typically she is shown bringing a bliz¬ 
zard of weapons to bear on the hapless demon, w r ho is half-emerging in 
his human form from the carcass of his former buffalo form. Durga's 
many arms are all in motion, and she is a perfect vision of power in ac¬ 
tion. Her face, however, is calm and shows no sign of strain. For her this 
is mere sport and requires no undue exertion. It is a game for her, 
it is lila. 20 She enters into the cosmic struggle between the lesser 
gods and the demons because it pleases her, not out of any sense of 
compulsion. 

Durga's identification with prakrti and with the earth itself makes 
another theological point. Prakrti is the physical world as well as the in¬ 
herent rhythms within this world that impel nature to gratify and 
produce itself in its manifold species. Prakrti is both the primordial mat¬ 
ter from which all material things come and the living instincts and 
patterns that imbue the material world with its proclivities to sustain 
and recreate itself in individual beings. As prakrti, then, Durga is in¬ 
extricably associated with the physical world, the world she creates, sus¬ 
tains, and protects in her various forms. Durga s identification with the 
world is unambiguous. The Devl-mahatmya makes a point at several 
places to say that she is the world, she is all this (11.2-3, 5-6). As the 
earth itself she conveys cosmic stability. She is the foundation of a 
creatures and that which nourishes all creatures. As the embodiment o 
the earth she supports, protects, and mothers all beings. As Sakamb ari 
she provides the world with food from her own body (11.45). In her ro e 
as cosmic queen, warrior goddess, and demon slayer, Durga in el ect 
protects herself in her aspect as the earth itself. As immanent in t ,e 
world Durga is equated with the earth. As transcendent, she is t e eav 
enly queen who descends from time to time to maintain harmony on 

Durga's association or identification with sakti, maya, and praktti 
lends to the great demon-slaying goddess an immediate, tangible dimen 
sion. As an expression of these ideas she is identified with the creation 
itself. Her presence is affirmed to pervade and underlie the actual world 
in which people live, and her power and strength are affirmed to imbue 
all creatures with the will to prosper and multiply. 
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THE WORSHIP OF DURGA 


One of the most important festivals in North India is Durga Puja, 
which is celebrated in the autumn during the month of Asvin. The festi¬ 
val takes place over a period of nine days and is often called the Nava- 
ratra festival. The central image of the festival shows Durga slaying 
Mahisa. The iconographical details of the images are usually faithful 
to the scene as described in the DevT-mahatmya and other scriptures. 
Durga has many arms, each of which bears a weapon; she stands on her 
lion vehicle; and she is thrusting her trident into the chest of Mahisa, 
who is in human form, half-emerged from the carcass of a slain buffalo. 
During the festival it is customary to recite the Devi-mahatrnya in its en¬ 
tirety several times . 21 The Durga Puja festival clearly asserts Durga's 
central role as a battle queen and the regulator of the cosmos. In part, at 
least, the festivities celebrate Durga's defeat of Mahisa and the restora¬ 
tion of cosmic order. 

This festival, in which Durga is worshiped in the form of a mighty 
warrior goddess, seems to be, or to have been until recently, part of a 
pattern of worship undertaken by rulers for success in battle. The 
festival of Dasara, which falls on the tenth tithi (lunar day) of the bright 
half of Asvin and thus immediately follows Durga Puja (which occupies 
the first through ninth tithis of the bright half of Asvin), was in many 
Parts of India primarily an occasion in which to celebrate military might 
royal power and to petition for military success in the coming year, 
orshup of weapons was also a part of the festival in many cases. 
Writing in the early nineteenth century, when the festival of Dasara 

as st,H wjdely undertaken, the Abbe Dubois wrote of the celebrations 
in Mysore: 

nff Th ?u DflSar " ‘ S likewise the soldier's feast. Princes and soldiers 
ter the most solemn sacrifices to the arms which are made use 
o in battle. Collecting all their weapons together, they call 

w a /i 1 ‘j purohlta ■ who sprinkles them with tirtham (holy 
ter) and converts them into so many divinities by virtue of 
■s mantrams. He then makes puja to them and retires There- 

ofher'insT' dSt ^ ^ ° f d [ ums ' the bIare °f trumpets and 

sacrificed ^ ' 3 TV® br ° Ught in with much P om P and 
This cere ,n ^"T ° V ? r '? US wea P ons of destruction, 

out the ° bs T ed witl ? the § reates t solemnity through- 

0 f Ut i Wh0le P enin sula. ... It is known by the special name 
or ayuaa-piqa (sacrifice to arms), and is entirely military . 22 

Alexander Forbes, who wrote in the second half of the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury, described Dasara among the Rajputs: "The Rajpoot chiefs, on the 
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evening of Dussera, worship also the Fort-Protectress, the goddess 
Gudeychee. On their return from the Shumee worship into the city, they 
join together in bands, brandishing their spears, galloping their horses, 
and enacting in other ways the part of an army taking the field.” 23 

Although the worship of a goddess is not always part of Dasara 
celebrations, there are many indications in ritual and mythological texts 
that the annual (usually autumnal) worship of a warrior goddess, often 
specified to be Durga, was part of festivals associated with military suc¬ 
cess. Mantras to be uttered by kings on the occasion of Dasara, for 
example, sometimes invoke a goddess. In the Dharmasindhu the king is 
to speak this prayer: "May Aparajita [the unconquerable one] wearing a 
striking necklace and resplendant golden girdle and fond of doing good 
bestow victory on me.” 24 In the Nirnayasindhu this prayer is to be said 
at the time of blessing weapons: "O goddess, ruling over gods! may 
my army divided into four sections (elephants, chariots, horsemen, and 
foot-soldiers) attain to the position of having no enemy left in this world 
and may victory come to me everywhere through your favour. 25 

An eleventh- or twelfth-century Jain text, the Yasatilaka of Soma- 
deva, mentions the worship of Aparajita, who is also called Ambika. 
She is said to give victory in war and to be present in the king s 
weapons. 26 The text also says that she is worshiped on Mahanavaml, 
which is the last day of Durga Puja. Some Puranas, furthermore, say 
that nirdjana, the worship of weapons, is held on MahanavamiY' In the 
Prakrit drama Gaudavaho, King Yasovarman undertakes a military 
campaign in the autumn. Shortly after beginning his march he reaches 
the Vindhya Mountains and there undertakes the worship of the goddess 
Vindhyavasinl (she who dwells in the Vindhyas), an epithet of Durga in 
some texts. 26 

The worship of Durga also came to be associated with the military 
success of both the Pandava brothers in the Mahdbharata and Rama in 
the Ramayana. Although her worship by the heroes was not part of 
either epic tradition initially (the incidents are not found in the critical 
editions of either epic), a tradition has developed that insists that the 
worship of Durga was necessary to the success of the heroes in both 
epics. Durga is worshiped twice in the Mahabharata: in Virata-parva 6 
by Yudhi^thira and in Bhi^ma-parva 23 by Arjuna. In the latter case the 
occasion of Durga's praise is clear. The setting is just before the great 
battle that is the highpoint of the entire epic. Krsna instructs Arjuna as 
follows: "O one having great arms, standing in the face of battle, say a 
hymn to Durga for the purpose of defeating your enemies” (4.6.2). The 
hymn that Arjuna then offers is full of references to Durga's military 
might and prowess. The goddess appears to Arjuna and promises him 
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victory, after which the text says that anyone who hears or recites the 
hymn will be victorious in battle. 

The placement of the second hymn to Durga in Virata-parva is 
more difficult to understand. The Pandava brothers have just emerged 
from twelve years of exile in the forest and are about to begin a year of 
life in the world during which they must remain in disguise lest their 
enemies discover them. Before entering the city of Virata and taking up 
their disguises they hid their weapons in a sami tree near a cremation 
ground. Yudhi$thira asks Durga for protection from being discovered 
during the coming year and for later success against their enemies. She 
appears at the end of the hymn and grants his wishes. It seems that the 
hymn was placed at this point in the text because worship of a sami tree 
on the outskirts of a town is often a part of Dasara festivals. 29 The 
author or editor of the hymn probably thought this an appropriate place 
to insert a hymn to Durga for military success. 

The association of Durga with Rama's success in battle over Ravana 
in the Ramayana tradition, although not part of Valmlki's Ramayana, 
has become a well-known part of the Rama story throughout India. In 
the Kalika-purana we are told: 


In former times, the great Goddess was waked up by Brahma 
when it was still night, in order to favour Rama and to obtain 
the death of Ravana. 

On the first day of the bright half of the month of Asvina, 
she gave up her sleep and went to the city of Lanka, where 
Raghu's son formerly lived. 

When she came there, the great Goddess caused Rama and 
Havana to be engaged in battle, but Ambika herself remained 
hidden. . . 


Afterwards, when the seventh night had gone by, Maha- 
maya in whom the worlds are contained, caused Ravana to be 
killed by Rama on the ninth day. . . . 

After the hero Ravana had been killed on the ninth day, the 
Grandfather of the worlds (Brahma) together with all the gods 
held a special worship for Durga. 

Afterwards the Goddess was dismissed with Sahara-festi- 
vals, on the tenth day; Indra on his part held a lustration of the 
army of the gods for the appeasement of the armies of the gods 
and for the sake of prosperity of the kingdom of the gods. 

All the gods will worship her and will, on their part, lustrate 
the army; and in the same way all men should perform worship 
according to the rules. 

A king should hold a lustration of the army in order to 
strengthen his army; a performance must be made with charm¬ 
ing women adorned with celestial ornaments; 
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After one has made a puppet of flour for Skanda and Visa- 
kha, one should worship it in order to annihilate one's foes and 
for the sake of enjoying Durga. 30 


In the DevT-bhagavata-purana Rama is despondent at the problems 
of reaching Lanka, defeating Ravana, and getting back his beloved Sita. 
The sage Narada, however, advises him to call on Durga for help. Rama 
asks how she should be worshiped, and Narada instructs him concerning 
the performance of Durga Puja or Navaratra. The festival, which 
Narada assures Rama will result in military success, is said to have been 
performed in previous ages by India for killing Vrtra, by Siva for killing 
the demons of the three cities, and by Vi$nu for killing Madhu and 
Kaitabha (3.30.25-26). Rama duly performs Durga's worship, and she 
appears to him mounted on her lion. She asks what he wishes, and when 
he requests victory over Ravana she promises him success (3.30). The 
traditions of Rama's inaugurating Durga Puja for the purpose of 


defeating Ravana is also found in the Brhaddhannci-purana (1.21 22) 
and the Bengali version of the Ratnayana by Krttivasa (fifteenth cen¬ 
tury). 31 Bengali villagers tell of a tradition in which it was customary to 
worship Durga during the spring. Rama, however, needed the goddess s 
help in the autumn when he was about to invade Lanka. So it was t at 
he worshiped her in the month of Asvin and inaugurated autumnal wor 
ship, which has become her most popular festival. "When Rama . 
came into conflict with Ravan . . . Rama performed the puja w en _ e 
was in trouble, without waiting for the proper time of the annua puja. 
He did the puja in the autumn, and later this puja became the most pop¬ 
ular ritual of the goddess." 32 

Durga's association with military prowess and her wors ip or ™ 
tary success undoubtedly led to her being associated wit t e mi i y 
success of both sets of epic heroes sometime in the medieva P eno 
association with these great heroes in turn probably tended to furthe 
promote her worship by kings for success and prosperity. 

Durga's association with military might is P r ° a ^ a so . 
a tradition, most evident in recent centuries, in w ic go eS ^f 
swords to certain rulers and in which swords are name or go 
In the DevT-purdna it is said that the goddess may be worshiped in the 
form of a sword (98). Sivaji, the seventeenth-century Mara hi mil y 
leader, is said to have received his sword from his family deity, the god¬ 
dess Bhavani. One account of how Sivaji obtained his sword is phrased 
as if Sivaji himself were speaking: 


I received that famous sword very early in my career as a token 
of a compact with the Chief Gowalker Sawant. It had been 
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suggested to me on my way to the place where it was being 
kept that I should take it by force, but remembering that tre¬ 
mendous storms are sometimes raised by unnecessary trifles, I 
thought it better to leave it to its owner. ... In the end the 
wise chief brought the sword to me as a sign of amity even 
when he knew that its purchase-price was not to be measured 
in blood. From that day onward the sword, which I reverently 
named after my tutelary deity Bhavani, always accompanied 
me, its resting place when not in use generally being the altar of 
the goddess, to be received back from her as a visible favour 
from heaven, always on the Dasara day when starting out on 
my campaigns. 33 


In other legends concerning Sivaji's sword the goddess Bhavani speaks 
directly to Sivaji, identifies herself with his sword, and is described as 
entering his sword before battle or before urging Sivaji to undertake the 
task of murdering his enemy, Afzalkhan. 34 

The Pandyan prince Kumara Kampana (fourteenth century), before 
going to battle against the Muslims in the Madura area, is said to have 
een addressed by a goddess who gave him a sword: "A goddess ap¬ 
peared before him and after describing to him the disastrous conse¬ 
quences of the Musselmen invasions of the South and sad plight of the 
outhern country and its temples exhorted him to extirpate the invaders 

f i " reSt ° re tbe cou ntry to its ancient glory, presenting him at the same 
time with a divine sword.'' 3 * 


The irr Sw l ord j al j so belonged to the Rajput kingdom of Mewar. 
placed o ^ 6 ^ own ^ rom generation to generation and was 

Wend the °/ * he goddess durin 8 Navaratra. 3 * According to 

woods' Nea r , f u he ^ Undertook austerities in the 

to him- "Fro ^ °^ h u aSCetk eff ° rtS 3 8 ° ddeSS ridin 8 a lion appeared 
the work o^ her He rCCe i! d thC PanOP ‘ y ° f Celestial fabrication, 
shield and1 ^ ' and arrows; a 

hand." 37 • • w ic e go dess girded on him with her own 


tary array slaCe t iT°H ? w in W 1 hkh she is shown in full mili- 
mos, thus seems to h m r ^ ‘r ° " t0 restore order to the cos ' 

around obtainTn e P *Vu 3 Wides P read cult that centered 
Place on Dasa a " d- 7?c u* festival of this cult took 
included the worsh ™ mediatel y f 0 " 0 ™ 8 th ? Navaratra festival, and 

a goddess for m S P r L ulers a " d ^fars. The worship of 

festival It mill fary success, though not always a part of the Dasara 
festival, was associated with the festival. Indeed, the two festivals, Na- 
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varatra and Dasara, probably were often understood to be one con¬ 
tinuous festival in which the worship of Durga and the hope of military 
success were inseparably linked. 

Although the military overtones of Durga Puja are apparent, other 
themes are also important during this great festival, and other facets of 
Durga's character are brought out by the festival. Durga Puja is cele¬ 
brated from the first through the ninth days of the bright half of the 
lunar month of Asvin, which coincides with the autumn harvest in 
North India, and in certain respects it is clear that Durga Puja is a har¬ 
vest festival in which Durga is propitiated as the power of plant fertility. 
Although Durga Puja lacks clear agricultural themes as celebrated today 
in large cities such as Calcutta or as celebrated by those with only tenu¬ 
ous ties to agriculture, there are still enough indications in the festival, 
even in its citified versions, to discern its importance to the business of 
agriculture. A central object of worship during the festival, for example, 
is a bundle of nine different plants, the navapattrika, which is identified 
with Durga herself. 38 Although the nine plants in question are not all 
agricultural plants, paddy and plantain are included and suggest that 
Durga is associated with the crops. 39 Her association with t e ot er 
plants probably is meant to generalize her identification with the power 
underlying all plant life: Durga is not merely the power inherent in the 
growth of crops but the power inherent in all vegetation, uring er 
worship in this form, the priest anoints Durga with water from auspi 
cious sources, such as the major holy rivers of India. He also anoints er 
with agricultural products, such as sugarcane juice an sesame 01 , 
and offers to her certain soils that are associated with erti ity, sue 
earth dug up by the horns of a wild boar, earth dug up by t e 
a bull, and earth from the doors of prostitutes. 42 It seems c ea ** * ^ 
theme of this aspect of the worship of Durga is to promote t e er 1 i y 
the plants incorporated into the sacred bundle and to promote 

ity of crops in general. , . r . . . . 0flT ._= 

At another point in the ceremonies a pot is ident, ted w.th Durga 
and worshiped by the priest. Edible fruit and different p ants rom 
making up the navapattrika are placed in the pot. T e pot, w j ,u 
rounded bottom, is then firmly set up on moist dough On th, dough 
are scattered five grains: rice, wheat, barley, mas & hase ° , 

burghii, Wight)," and sesame. 44 As each gram is scattered on e S' 

a priest recites the following invocation: Om you are nee w ea , 
ley, etc.], om you are life, you are the life of the go s, you are our 
you are our internal life, you are long life, you give i e, om t e u 
with his rays gives you the milk of life and Varuna nourishes you with 
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water." 45 The pot contains Ganges water in addition to the plants; in 
a prayer the priest identifies the pot with the source of the nectar of 
immortality (amrta), which the gods churned from the ocean of milk. 

Durga, then, in the form of the pot, is invoked both as the power 
promoting the growth of the agricultural grains and as the source of the 
power of life with which the gods achieved immortality. In the forms 
of the navapattrika and the ghata (pot) Durga reveals a dimension of 
herself that primarily has to do with the fertility of the crops and vegeta¬ 
tion and with the power that underlies life in general. In addition to 
granting freedom from troubles and bestowing wealth on those who per¬ 
form her puja, Durga is also affirmed to grant agricultural produce, 40 
and at one point in the festival she is addressed as she who appeases the 
hunger of the world. 47 

Durga's beneficial influence on crops is also suggested at the very 
beginning of the festival when her image is being set up. The image is 
placed on a low platform or table about eighteen inches high. The plat- 
form is set on damp clay, and the five grains mentioned above are 
sprinkled in the clay. Although not specifically stated, it appears that the 
presence of the goddess is believed to promote the growth of these 
seeds. 48 Furthermore, on the eighth day of the festival the priest worships 
several groups of deities while circumambulating the image of Durga. 

Among these are the ksetrapalas, deities who preside over cultivated 
fields. 49 


^ wo other distinctive features of Durga Puja suggest its importance 

the rib wit 8 f 6 Y ? t 6 Cr ° pS: the animal sacrifices and 
texts! t behavior that is specifically mentioned in certain religious 

ticu arlv wb Sm8 t°, 8 I' 5 ' If 7 ^ Sacnfice of an animal, par- 

slavtl o rlt - S R u ' SU88eStS the iteration of the 

such asli! !f J Dur8 f \ But the Custom offering other animals 
ing the fesi T P "u the ' n)unctions offer several victims dur- 
blood sac' " ” 88 “ ? " ,“ 8S 3re also intended. These 

blood U SS^ UPy 3 ? ft “\ Du 'S 3 Durga's thirst tor 

battlefield. Her devotees are said to please her wi h g ""1,'°?! 
and she is said to receive blood from tribal gro^i 1™ OWn h . blo h ° d '; 
Furthermore, other goddesses to whom Durga is1 ! 

as Kali, receive blood offerings in their temples da lvt tf ! 
at all to heroic deeds in battle. Blood offerings to D Wlth L r >o reference 
to contain a logic quite apart from the battlefield or M ' ^ 

from the myth of the goddess's slaying of Mahia L u?‘, ( qU f* 
stability 6 ani ?a on behalf of cosmic 

My suggestion is that underlying blood sacrifices to Durga is the 





DURCA 


113 


perception, perhaps only unconscious, that this great goddess who nour¬ 
ishes the crops and is identified with the power underlying all life needs 
to be reinvigorated from time to time. Despite her great powers she is 
capable of being exhausted through continuous birth and the giving of 
nourishment. To replenish her powers, to reinvigorate her, she is given 
back life in the form of animal sacrifices. The blood in effect resupplies 
her so that she may continue to give life in return. Having harvested the 
crops, having literally reaped the life-giving benefits of Durga's potency, 
it is appropriate (perhaps necessary) to return strength and power to her 
in the form of the blood of sacrificial victims. This logic, and the asso¬ 
ciation of blood sacrifices with harvest, is not at all uncommon in the 
world's religions. It is a typical ceremonial scenario in many cultures, 
and it seems likely that at one time it was important in the celebration of 
Durga Puja. 53 

Promotion of the fertility of the crops by stimulating Durga's pow¬ 
ers of fecundity also seems to underlie the practice of publicly making 
obscene gestures and comments during Durga Puja. Various scriptures 
say that Durga is pleased by such behavior at her autumnal festival, 54 
and such behavior is suggested in the wild, boisterous activities that 
accompany the disposal of the image of Durga in a river or pool. 55 The 
close association, even the interdependence, between human sexuality 
and the growth of crops is clear in many cultures; 56 it is held to be auspi¬ 
cious and even vital to the growth of crops to have couples copulate in 
the fields, particularly at planting and harvest time. Again, the logic 
seems to be that this is a means of giving back vital powers to the spirit 
underlying the crops. The sexual fluids, like blood, are held to have 
great fertilizing powers, so to copulate in the fields is to renourish the 
divine beings that promote the growth of the crops. While such outright 
sexual activity is not part of Durga Puja, the sexual license enjoined in 
some scriptures is certainly suggestive of this well-known theme. 

Another facet of Durga's character emerges in Durga Puja but is not 
stressed in the texts casting her in the role of battle queen; that is her 
domestic role as the wife of Siva and mother of several divine children. 
In North India, which is primarily patrilocal and patriarchal in matters 
of marriage, it is customary for girls to be married at an early age and to 
leave their parents' home when quite young. This is traumatic for both 
the girl and her family. In Bengal, at least, daughters customarily return 
to their home villages during Durga Puja. The arrival home of the 
daughters is cause for great happiness and rejoicing, and their departure 
after the festival is over is the occasion for painful scenes of departure. 
Durga herself is cast in the role of a returning daughter during her great 
festival, and many devotional songs are written to welcome her home or 
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to bid her farewell. These songs contain no mention whatsoever of her 
roles as battle queen or cosmic savior. She is identified with Parvati, 
who is the wife of Siva and the daughter of Himalaya and his wife 
Mena. In this role Durga is said to be the mother of Ganesa, Karttikeya, 
SarasvatT, and Lak§mT. 

The dominant theme in these songs of welcome and farewell seems 
to be the difficult life the goddess/daughter has in her husband's home in 
contrast to the warm, tender treatment she receives from her parents 
when she visits them. This theme undoubtedly reflects the actual situa¬ 
tion of many Bengali girls, for whom life in their husband s village can 
be difficult in the extreme, particularly in the early years of their mar¬ 
riage when they have no seniority or children to give them respect and 
status in the eyes of their in-laws. Siva is described as inattentive to his 
wife and as unable to take care of himself because of his habit of smok¬ 
ing hemp and his habitual disregard for social convention. 57 The songs 
contrast the poverty that Durga must endure in her husband's care with 
the way that she is spoiled by her parents. From the devotee's point of 
view, then, Durga is seen as a returning daughter who lives a difficult 
life far away from home. She is welcomed warmly and provided every 
comfort. The days of the festival are ones of intimacy between the 
devotee and the goddess, who is understood to have made a long 
journey to dwell at home with those who worship her. The clay image 
worshiped during Durga Puja may show a mighty, many-armed goddess 
triumphing over a powerful demon, but many devotees cherish her as a 
tender daughter who has returned home on her annual visit for family 
succor, sympathy, and the most elaborate hospitality. This theme places 
ne devotee in the position of a family member who spoils Durga with 
every son of personal attendance in order to distract her from her nor- 
al life with her mad husband, Siva. At the end of Durga Puja when 

nrl lma f e °! the 8° ddess is removed its place of honor and placed 
pon a truck or some other conveyance to be carried away for immer- 

, many women gather about the image to bid it farewell and it 

da!i ;rr Slght to see them actuall y seeping as the goddess, their 
^gnter, leaves to return to her husband's home far away 

3 ^ uffalo J to u Durga is Priced in South India too. 
order 8 C u ultural fertlllt y and her cosmic vict °ry on behalf of divine 
a n„ t if™ 65 m thiS ceremony ' Tamil m y ths ^d rituals emphasize 
quite Afferent aspect of her character. In the Puranas, and in North 
M ' an traditions, there is an implied sexual tension between Durga and 
‘ tahi ?a , her victim. In the South this sexual tension is heightened and 
becomes one of the central themes of Durga's defeat of Mahi?a. In fact, 
most Southern myths about Durga identify Mahi$a as her suitor, her 
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would-be husband. Independent in her unmarried state, Durga is por¬ 
trayed as possessing untamed sexual energy that is dangerous, indeed, 
deadly, to any male who dares to approach her. 58 Her violent, combat¬ 
ive nature needs to be tamed for the welfare of the world. Mahi$a is 
unsuccessful in subduing her and is lured to his doom by her great 
beauty. A central point of the South Indian myths about Durga and 
Mahi$a is that any sexual association with the goddess is dangerous and 
that before her sexuality can be rendered safe she must be dominated by, 
made subservient to, defeated by, or humiliated by a male. 59 In most 
myths she eventually is tamed by Siva.* 0 

The South Indian tradition of Durga as a dangerous, indeed, mur¬ 
derous, bride who poses a fatal threat to those who approach her 
sexually contrasts sharply with the North Indian tradition of Durga 
Puja, which stresses Durga's character as a gentle young wife and 
daughter in need of family tenderness. The South Indian role suggests 
again the liminal aspect of the goddess. Unlike the weak, submissive, 
blushing maiden of the Dharma-sastras, Durga presents a picture of 
determined, fierce independence, which is challenged only at great risk 
by her suitors. 
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The goddess Kali is almost always described as having a terrible, 
frightening appearance. She is always black or dark, is usually naked, 
and has long, disheveled hair. She is adorned with severed arms as a 
girdle, freshly cut heads as a necklace, children's corpses as earrings, and 
serpents as bracelets. She has long, sharp fangs, is often depicted as 
having clawlike hands with long nails, and is often said to have blood 
smeared on her lips. Her favorite haunts heighten her fearsome nature. 
She is usually shown on the battlefield, where she is a furious combatant 
who gets drunk on the hot blood of her victims, or in a cremation 
ground, where she sits on a corpse surrounded by jackals and goblins. 

Many texts and contexts treat Kali as an independent deity, unasso¬ 
ciated with any male deity. When she is associated with a god, however, 
it is almost always Siva. As his consort, wife, or associate. Kali often 
plays the role of inciting him to wild behavior. Kali's association with 
Siva, unlike Parvatl's, seems aimed at exciting him to take part in dan- 
gerous, destructive behavior that threatens the stability of the cosmos. 
Kali is particularly popular in Bengal, although she is known and wor- 
s iped throughout India. In Bengal she is worshiped on Dlpavall. In this 
estival, and throughout the year at many of her permanent temples, she 
receives blood offerings. She is also the recipient of ardent devotion 
rom countless devotees, who approach her as their mother. 


early history 

The earliest references to Kali in the Hindu tradition date to the 
early medieval period (around a.d. 600) and usually locate Kali either on 
the battlefield or in situations on the periphery of Hindu society. In the 
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Agni- and Garuda-puranas she is mentioned in invocations that aim at 
success in war and against one's enemies. She is described as having an 
awful appearance: she is gaunt, has fangs, laughs loudly, dances madly, 
wears a garland of corpses, sits on the back of a ghost, and lives in the 
cremation ground. She is asked to crush, trample, break, and burn the 
enemy. 1 In the Bhagavata-purana Kali is the patron deity of a band of 
thieves whose leader seeks to achieve Kali's blessing in order to have a 
son. The thief kidnaps a saintly Brahman youth with the intention of 
offering him as a blood sacrifice to Kali. The effulgence of the virtuous 
youth, however, burns Kali herself when he is brought near her image. 
Emerging from her image, infuriated, she kills the leader and his entire 
band. She is described as having a dreadful face and large teeth and as 
laughing loudly. She and her host of demons then decapitate the corpses 
of the thieves, drink their blood until drunk, and throw their heads 
about in sport (5.9.12-20). 

Banabhatta's seventh-century drama Kadambari features a goddess 
named Candi, an epithet used for both Durga and Kali, who is wor¬ 
shiped by the Sabaras, a tribe of primitive hunters. The worship takes 
place deep in the forest, and blood offerings are made to the goddess.^ 
Vakpati's Gaudavaho (late seventh or early eighth century) portrays 
Kali as an aspect of Vindhyavasini (an epithet of Durga). She is wor¬ 
shiped by Sabaras, is clothed in leaves, and receives human sacrifices 
(verses 285-347). 3 In Bhavabhuti's Malatimadhava, a drama of the early 
eighth century, a female devotee of Camuncja, a goddess who is very 
often identified with Kali, captures the heroine, MalatT, with the inten¬ 
tion of sacrificing her to the goddess. Camunda's temple is near a crema¬ 
tion ground. A hymn to the goddess describes her as dancing wildly and 
making the world shake. She has a gaping mouth, wears a garland of 
skulls, is covered with snakes, showers flames from her eyes that destroy 
the world, and is surrounded by goblins. 4 

Somadeva's Yasatilaka (eleventh to twelfth century) contains a long 
description of a godess called Candamari. In all respects she is i e 
Kali, and we may understand the scenario Somadeva describes as sug¬ 
gestive of Kali's appearance and worship at that time. The god ess 
adorns herself with pieces of human corpses, uses oozings from corpses 
for cosmetics, bathes in rivers of wine or blood, sports in cremation 
grounds, and uses human skulls as drinking vessels. 5 Bizarre and f ana || 
cal devotees gather at her temple and undertake forms of ascetic se 
torture. They burn incense on their heads, drink their own blood, and 
offer their own flesh into the sacrificial fire. 6 

Kali's association with the periphery of Hindu society (she is wor¬ 
shiped by tribal or low-caste people in uncivilized or wild places) is also 
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seen in an architectural work of the sixth to eighth centuries, the Mana- 
sara-silpa-sastra. There it is said that Kali's temples should be built far 
from villages and towns, near the cremation grounds and the dwellings 
of Candalas (very low-caste people) (9.289). 

Kali's most famous appearances in battle contexts are found in the 
Devi-mahatmya. In the third episode, which features Durga's defeat of 
Sumbha and Nisumbha and their allies. Kali appears twice. Early in the 
battle the demons Canda and Munda approach Durga with readied 
weapons. Seeing them prepared to attack her, Durga becomes angry, her 
face becoming dark as ink. Suddenly the goddess Kali springs from 
her forehead. She is black, wears a garland of human heads and a tiger 
skin, and wields a skull-topped staff. She is gaunt, with sunken eyes, 
gaping mouth, and lolling tongue. She roars loudly and leaps into the 
battle, where she tears demons apart with her hands and crushes them in 
her jaws. She grasps the two demon generals and in one furious blow 
decapitates them both with her sword (7.3-22). Later in the battle Kali is 
summoned by Durga to help defeat the demon Raktablja. This demon 
has the ability to reproduce himself instantly whenever a drop of his 
blood falls to the ground. Having wounded Raktablja with a variety of 
weapons, Durga and her assistants, a fierce band of goddesses called the 
Matrkas, 7 find they have worsened their situation. As Raktablja bleeds 
more and more profusely from his wounds, the-battlefield increasingly 
ecomes filled with Raktablja duplicates. Kali defeats the demon by 

fr ° m hiS b ° dy 3nd throwin 8 the countless duplicate 
ixaktabijas into her gaping mouth (8.49-61) 

wrath" ll 1656 l T^ deS K5lr aPPearS f ° represent Durga's personified 
w th Pa "r m T ^ T y o K51T PlayS 3 Simi ‘ ar r ° le in her association 
time she ' 3tI iS 3 b6nign 8 ° ddess ' but from Hme to 

described a, h ^ ^ ° ° CCUrS ' Ka,r is sometimes 

S^atno H being br °^ ht into bein §- In Linga-purana Siva asks 

He^ can onwTetl. 1 H ^ *** ^ given the bo °" that 

transforms herself f Y l then enterS §iva ' s bod y and 

reappelTas S ^ P ° ,S ° n thal iS St ° red in &va's throat. She 

pp ars as Kali, ferocious in appearance, and with the he’o of flpch 

eating pisacas (spirits) attacks and defeats Daruka andhis knew k t 
threatens “ ‘ n,oxica,ed b ;' Wood lust of battle that she 

When Siva°rr»^^ & ap^^ " 
context elsewhere in the same text. When Siva o hi 
demons of the three cities, Kalii is par, of his entourage. She whirl, a tri- 
dent, is adorned with skulls, has her eyes half-closed by intoxication 
from drinking the blood of demons, and wears an elephant hide. She is 
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also praised, however, as the daughter of Himalaya, a clear identifica¬ 
tion with Parvatl. It seems that in the process of Parvatl's preparations 
for war. Kali appears as Parvatl's personified wrath* her alter ego, as it 
were (1.72.66-68). 

The Vdmana-purdna calls Parvatl Kali (the black one) because of 
her dark complexion. Hearing Siva use this name, Parvatl takes offense 
and undertakes austerities in order to rid herself of her dark complexion. 
After succeeding, she is renamed Gaurl (the golden one). Her dark 
sheath, however, is transformed into the furious battle queen Kausiki, 
who subsequently creates Kali in her fury. So again, although there is an 
intermediary goddess (Kausiki), Kali plays the role of Parvatl's dark, 
negative, violent nature in embodied form (25-29). 

Kali makes similar appearances in myths concerning both Sat! and 
Slta. In the case of Satl, Kali appears when Satis father, Dak$a, infuri¬ 
ates his daughter by not inviting her and Siva to a great sacrificial rite. 
Satl rubs her nose in anger and Kali appears. 8 Kali also appears in other 
texts when Satl, in her wrath over the same incident, gives birth to or 
transforms herself into ten goddesses, the Dasamahavidyas. The first 
goddess mentioned in this group is usually Kali. 9 In the case of Slta, Kali 
appears as her fierce, terrible, bloodthirsty aspect when Rama, on his 
return to India after defeating Ravana, is confronted with such a terrible 
monster that he freezes in fear. Slta, transformed into Kali, handily 
defeats the demon. 10 

In her association with Siva Kali s tendency to wildness and dis¬ 
order persists. Although she is sometimes tamed or softened by him, at 
times she incites Siva himself to dangerous, destructive behavior. 
A South Indian tradition tells of a dance contest between the two. After 
defeating Sumbha and Nisumbha, Kali takes up residence in a forest 
with her retinue of fierce companions and terrorizes the surrounding 
area. A devotee of Siva in that area becomes distracted from doing aus 
terities and petitions Siva to rid the forest of the violent goddess. When 
Siva appears. Kali threatens him, claiming the area as her own. Siva 
challenges her to a dance contest and defeats her when she is unable (or 
unwilling) to match his energetic tandava dance. 11 

Although this tradition says that Siva defeated and forced Kali to 
control her disruptive habits, we find few images and myths depicting 
her becalmed and docile. 12 Instead, we find references or images that 
show Siva and Kali in situations where either or both behave in disrup¬ 
tive ways, inciting each other, or in which Kali in her wild activity 
dominates an inactive or sometimes dead Siva. 13 

In the first type of relationship the two appear dancing together in 
such a way that they threaten the world. Bhavabhuti s MalatTtnadhava 
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describes the divine pair as they dance wildly near the goddess's temple. 
Their dance is so frenzied that it threatens to destroy-the world. Parvati 
stands nearby, frightened. 14 Here the scenario is not a dance contest but 
a mutually destructive dance in which the two deities incite each other. 
This is a common image in Bengali devotional hymns to Kali. Siva and 
Kali complement each other in their madness and destructive habits. 


Crazy is my Father, crazy my Mother, 

And I, their son, am crazy too! 

Shyama [the dark one, an epithet of Kali) is my 
Mother's name. 

My Father strikes His cheeks and makes a hollow sound: 
Ba-ba-boom! Ba-ba-booni! 

And my Mother, drunk and reeling. 

Falls across my Father's body! 

Shyama's streaming tresses hang in vast disorder; 

Bees are swarming numberless 
About her crimson Lotus Feet. 

Listen, as She dances, how Her anklets ring! 15 


Iconographic representations of Kali and Siva nearly always show 
Kali as dominant. She is usually standing or dancing on Siva's prone 
body, and when the two are depicted in sexual intercourse, she is shown 
above him. Although Siva is said to have tamed Kali in the myth of the 
dance contest, it seems clear that she was never finally subdued by him 
and is most popularly represented as a being who is uncontrollable and 

more apt to provoke Siva to dangerous activity than to be controlled 
by him. 

In general, then, we may say that Kali is a goddess who threatens 
s a llity and order. Although she may be said to serve order in her role 

; S a i,TL° f demons ' more often than not she becomes so frenzied on the 
, 6 "r d '. usually becoming drunk on the blood of her victims, that she 

„ p Se . b * 8,ns to destroy the world that she is supposed to protect. Thus 
get .'!! ( SerV1C f ° f the 8 ° ds ' she is rdt'mately dangerous and tends to 

reoresInV i C K° ntr0 ' 1° association with other goddesses, she appears to 
dimen their emb odied wrath and fury, a frightening, dangerous 

becom S ' 0n ° f ‘ dlVme feminine that is released when these goddesses 
. f e T a8ed °/ 3re summoned t0 take P af t in war and killing. In 
elation to Siva, she appears to play the opposite role from that of Par¬ 
vati. 1 arvati calms Siva, counterbalancing his antisocial or destructive 
tendencies. It is she who brings Siva within the sphere of domesticity 
and who, with her soft glances, urges him to moderate the destructive 
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KalT and Siva. Ann and Bury Peerless. Philip Rawson, Oriental Erotic 
Art (New York: A and W Publishers, 1981), fig. 16, p. 22. 




122 


KALi 


aspects of his tandava dance. 16 Kali is Siva's "other" wife, as it were, 
provoking him and encouraging him in his mad, antisocial, often disrup¬ 
tive habits. It is never Kali who tames Siva but Siva who must becalm 
Kali. Her association with criminals reinforces her dangerous role vis-a- 
vis society. She is at home outside the moral order and seems to be un¬ 
bounded by that order. 


THE LATER HISTORY AND THE SIGNIFICANCE OF KALI 

Given Kali s intimidating appearance and ghastly habits, it might 
seem that she would never occupy a central position in Hindu piety, yet 
she does. She is of central importance in Tantrism, particularly left- 
handed Tantrism, and in Bengali Sakta devotionalism. An underlying 
assumption in Tantric ideology is that reality is the result and expression 
of the symbiotic interaction of male and female, Siva and sakti, the qui¬ 
escent and the dynamic, and other polar opposites that in interaction 
produce a creative tension. Consequently, goddesses in Tantrism play an 
important role and are affirmed to be as central to discerning the nature 
of reality as the male deities are. Although Siva is usually said to be the 
source of the Tantras, the source of wisdom and truth, and ParvatT, his 

TantT' t0 b l thC ? t0 Wh ° m the scri P tures are given, many of the 
voTer 3Ct th3t il iS * akH that P ervades reality with her 

Form o be ^ ""I Ti V ^ th3t il is She (understood in personified 
^ °h e a lZ u and ° tHer 8 ° ddeSSes) who is -mediately pres- 

For theTa„t?‘H 7 ^ bei "8 his own being. 

‘ ' S . V ,ali ‘ y ,ha ' iS S °“sht through various 
as thTdomtTm transformation; thus it is she whols affirmed 

domfnSm ofThe T T"? “7 !° b ' * he of Siva’s wis- 

iconography Text and n “ T 0 Se ' mS to Tantric 

many place,'KaT i “ T* k V“ P ~““ y ta Tantra. In 

reality. In the Ntn,S m -,Zra The gXSnt Viwu'^d 5‘ h " 

to arise from her like h.ihWcxo c a ' V and Siva are said 

nci iiKe bubbles from the sea endlecd,, ,,• • , 

IMS Zrs s" 1 MS 

hoofprint compared to the waters of''the'seT”'The"^'" T J * 
and the Picchila-tantra declare that of di , Nl gama-kalpataru 

The YoginT-tantra, the is ,h ' 8reaKS, '‘ 

proclaim Kalr the greatest of the mdv«s(the d ^ Ntruttara ' tantra a11 

devf the "ereat oorlrW't S (the manifestations of the Maha- 

devi, the great goddess ) or divinity itself; indeed, they declare her to 
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be the essence or own form ( svarupa ) of the Mahadevi. ig The Kamada- 
tantra states unequivocally that she is attributeless, neither male nor 
female, sinless, the imperishable saccidananda (being, consciousness, 
and bliss), brahman itself . 20 In the Mahdnirvdna-tantra, too. Kali is one 
of the most common epithets for the primordial sakti, , 21 and in one pas¬ 
sage Siva praises her as follows: 

At the dissolution of things, it is Kala [Time] Who will devour 
all, and by reason of this He is called Mahakala [an epithet of 
Siva], and since Thou devourest Mahakala Himself, it is Thou 
who art the Supreme Primordial Kalika. 

Because Thou devourest Kala, Thou art Kali, the original 
form of all things, and because Thou art the Origin of and de¬ 
vourest all things Thou art called the Adya [primordial] Kali. 
Resuming after Dissolution Thine own form, dark and form¬ 
less, Thou alone remainest as One ineffable and inconceivable. 
Though having a form, yet art Thou formless; though Thyself 
without beginning, multiform by the power of Maya, Thou art 
the Beginning of all, Creatrix, Protectress, and Destructress 
that Thou art. (4.30-34) 22 

Why Kali, in preference to other goddesses, attained this pre¬ 
eminent position in Tantrism is not entirely clear. Given certain Tantric 
ideological and ritual presuppositions, however, the following logic 
seems possible. Tantrism generally is ritually oriented. By means of 
various rituals (exterior and interior, bodily and mental) the sddhaka 
(practitioner) seeks to gain moksa (release, salvation). A consistent 
theme in this endeavor is the uniting of opposites (male-female, micro¬ 
cosm-macrocosm, sacred-profane, Siva-sakti). In Tantrism there is an 
elaborate, subtle geography of the body that must be learned, con¬ 
trolled, and ultimately resolved in unity. By means of the body, both the 
physical and subtle bodies, the sddhaka may manipulate levels of reality 
and harness the dynamics of those levels to the attainment of his goal. 
The sddhaka , with the help of a guru, undertakes to gain his goal by 
conquest—by using his own body and knowledge of that body to bring 
the fractured world of name and form, the polarized world of male and 
female, sacred and profane, to wholeness and unity. 

Sadhana (spiritual endeavor) takes a particularly dramatic form in 
left-handed ( vdmdcdra ) Tantrism. In his attempt to realize the nature of 
the world as completely and thoroughly pervaded by the one sakti , the 
sddhaka (here called the "hero,” vira) undertakes the ritual of the panca- 
tattva, the "five (forbidden) things" (or truths). In a ritual context and 
under the supervision of his guru, the sddhaka partakes of wine, meat, 
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fish, parched grain (perhaps a hallucinogenic drug of some kind), and 
illicit sexual intercourse. In this way he overcomes the distinction (or 
duality) of clean and unclean, sacred and profane, and breaks his bond¬ 
age to a world that is artificially fragmented. He affirms in a radical way 
the underlying unity of the phenomenal world, the identity of sakti with 
the whole creation. Heroically, he triumphs over it, controls and masters 
it. By affirming the essential worth of the forbidden, he causes the for¬ 
bidden to lose its power to pollute, to degrade, to bind. 23 

The figure of Kali conveys death, destruction, fear, terror, the all- 
consuming aspect of reality. As such she is also a "forbidden thing," or 
the forbidden par excellence, for she is death itself. The Tantric hero 
does not propitiate, fear, ignore, or avoid the forbidden. During the pah- 
catattva ritual, the sadhaka boldly confronts Kali and thereby assimi¬ 
lates, overcomes, and transforms her into a vehicle of salvation. This is 
particularly clear in the Karpuradi-stotra, a short work in praise of Kali, 
which describes the pahcatattva ritual as performed in the cremation 
ground (smasana-sadhana) . Throughout this text Kali is described 
in familiar terms. She is black (verse 1), has disheveled hair and blood 
trickling from her mouth (3), holds a sword and a severed head (4), 
wears a girdle of severed arms, sits on a corpse in the cremation ground 
(7), and is surrounded by skulls, bones, and female jackals (8). It is she, 
when confronted boldly in meditation, who gives the sadhaka great 
power and ultimately salvation. In Kalis favorite dwelling place, the 
emation ground, the sadhaka meditates on every terrible aspect of the 
black goddess and thus achieves his goal. 


•5. e j-° L Ma n aka *' Wh ° In the cremati °ri-ground, naked, and 
with dishevelled hair, intently meditates upon Thee and recites 
iny mantra, and with each recitation makes offering to Thee 
ot a thousand Akanda flowers with seed, becomes without any 
effort a Lord of the earth. 

O Kali, whoever on Tuesday at midnight, having uttered 
hy mantra, makes offering even but once with devotion to 
ee ot a hair of his Sakti [his female companion] in the crema- 
lon-ground, becomes a great poet, a Lord of the earth and 
ever goes mounted upon an elephant. (15-16) 24 


The Karpuradi-stotra clearly makes Kali more than a terrible, fero- 
ious slayer of demons who serves Durga or Siva on the battlefield. In 
act, she is by and large dissociated from the battle context. She is the 
supreme mistress of the universe (12), she is identified with the five ele¬ 
ments (14), and in union with Siva (who is identified as her spouse) 25 she 
creates and destroys the worlds. Her appearance has also been modified, 
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befitting her exalted position as ruler of the world and the object of 
meditation by which the sadhaka attains liberation. In addition to her 
terrible aspects (which are insisted upon), there are now hints of another, 
benign dimension. So, for example, she is no longer described as emaci¬ 
ated or ugly. In the Karpuradi-stotra she is young and beautiful (1), has 
a gently smiling face (18), and makes gestures with her two right hands 
that dispel fear and offer boons (4). These positive features are entirely 
apt, as Kali no longer is a mere shrew, the distillation of Durga's or Par- 
vati's wrath, but is she through whom the hero achieves success, she 
who grants the boon of salvation, and she who, when boldly approached, 
frees the sadhaka from fear itself. She is here not only the symbol of 
death but the symbol of triumph over death. 

Kali also attains a central position in late medieval Bengali devo¬ 
tional literature. 2 * 5 In this devotion Kali's appearance and habits have not 
changed very much. She remains terrifying in appearance and fearsome 
in habit. She is eminently recognizable. Ramprasad Sen (1718-75), one 
of her most ardent devotees, describes his beloved Kali in almost shocked 
tones: 


O Kali! why dost Thou roam about nude? 

Art Thou not ashamed. Mother! 

Garb and ornaments Thou hast none; yet Thou 
pridest in being King's daughter. 

O Mother! is it a virtue of Thy family that 
Thou placest thy feet on Thy Husband? 

Thou are nude; Thy Husband is nude; you both 
roam cremation grounds. 

O Mother! we are all ashamed of you; do put on 
Thy garb. 

Thou hast cast away Thy necklace of jewells. 

Mother, and worn a garland of human heads. 

Prasada says, "Mother! Thy fierce beauty has 
frightened Thy nude Consort." 27 

The approach of the devotee to Kali, however, is quite different in 
mood and temperament from the approach of the Tantric sadhaka. The 
Tantric adept, seeking to view Kali in her most terrible aspect, is heroic 
in approach, cultivating an almost aggressive, fearless stance before her. 
The Tantric adept challenges Kali to unveil her most forbidding secrets. 
The devotee, in contrast, adopts the position of the helpless child when 
approaching Kali. Even though the child's mother may be fearsome, 
at times even hostile, the child has little choice but to return to her for 
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protection, security, and warmth. This is just the attitude Ramprasad 
expresses when he writes: "Though she beat it, the child clings to its 
mother, crying 'Mother.' " 2S 

Why Kali is approached as mother and in what sense she is per¬ 
ceived to be a mother by her devotees are questions that do not have 
clear or easy answers. In almost every sense Kali is not portrayed as 
a mother in the Hindu tradition prior to her central role in Bengali de¬ 
votion beginning in the eighteenth century. Except in some contexts 
when she is associated or identified with Parvatl as Siva's consort. Kali 
is rarely pictured in motherly scenes in Hindu mythology or iconog¬ 
raphy. Even in Bengali devotion to her, her appearance and habits 
change very little. Indeed, Kali's appearance and habits strike one as 
conveying truths opposed to those conveyed by such archetypal mother 
goddesses as PrthivI, Annapurna, Jagaddhatrl, SataksT, and other Hindu 
goddesses associated with fertility, growth, abundance, and well-being. 2 ’ 
These goddesses appear as inexhaustible sources of nourishment and 
creativity. When depicted iconographically they are heavy hipped and 
heavy breasted. Kali, especially in her early history, is often depicted or 
described as emaciated, lean, and gaunt. It is not her breasts or hips that 
attract attention. It is her mouth, her lolling tongue, and her bloody 
cleaver. These other goddesses, "mother goddesses" in the obvious sense, 
give life. Kali takes life, insatiably. She lives in the cremation ground, 
haunts the battlefield, sits upon a corpse, and adorns herself with pieces 
of corpses. If mother goddesses are described as ever fecund. Kali is 
described as ever hungry. Her lolling tongue, grotesquely long and over¬ 
sized, her sunken stomach, emaciated appearance, and sharp fangs con- 

vnHH Pre ^ nCe ‘J at is the direct 0 PP 0 site of a fertile, protective mother 
goddess. If mother goddesses give life. Kali feeds on life What they 
give, she takes away. ' 

Although the attitude of the devotee to Kali is different from that of 
the 1 antric hero, although their paths appear very different, the attitude 
and approach of the devotee who insists upon approaching Kali as his 
mother may reveal a logic similar to that of the Tantric hero's. The 
ruths about reality that Kali conveys-namely, that life feeds on death, 
that death is inevitable for all beings, that time wears all things down 
and so on 30 -are just as apparent to the devotee as they are to the Tan¬ 
tric hero. The fearfulness of these truths, however, is mitigated, indeed is 
transformed into liberating wisdom, if these truths can be accepted. The 
Tantric hero seeks to appropriate these truths by confronting Kali, by 
seeking her in the cremation ground in the dead of night, and by hero¬ 
ically demonstrating courage equal to her terrible presence. The devotee. 
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in contrast, appropriates the truths Kali reveals by adopting the attitude 
of a child, whose essential nature toward its mother is that of accep¬ 
tance, no matter how awful, how indifferent, how fearsome she is. The 
devotee, then, by making the apparently unlikely assertion that Kali is 
his mother, enables himself to approach and appropriate the forbidding 
truths that Kali reveals; in appropriating these truths the devotee, like 
the Tantric adept, is liberated from the fear these truths impose on peo¬ 
ple who deny or ignore them. 

Through devotion to Kali the devotee becomes reconciled to death 
and achieves an acceptance of the way things are, an equilibrium that re¬ 
mains unperturbed in Kali's presence. These themes are expressed well 
in this song of Ramprasad's: 

O Mother! Thou has great dissolution in Thy hand; 

Siva lies at Thy feet, absorbed in bliss. 

Thou laughest aloud (striking terror); streams of 
blood flow from Thy limbs. 

O Tara, doer of good, the good of all, grantor of safety, 

O Mother, grant me safety. 

O Mother Kali! take me in Thy arms; O Mother Kali! 
take me in Thy arms. 

O Mother! come now as Tara with a smiling face and 
clad in white; 

As dawn descends on dense darkness of the night. 

O Mother! terrific Kali! I have worshiped Thee alone 
so long. 

My worship is finished; now, O Mother, bring down Thy 
sword. 31 

Ramprasad complains in many of his songs that Kali is indifferent 
to his well-being, that she makes him suffer and brings his worldly de¬ 
sires to naught and his worldly goods to ruin. 

Mother who art the joy of Hara's [Sivas] heart, 
and who dost bring to naught the hopes of men, thou hast 
made void what hope was left to me. 

Though 1 place my soul an offering at thy feet, some 
calamity befalls. Though 1 think upon thy loveliness, unceas¬ 
ing death is mine. 

Thou dost frustrate my desires, thou art the spoiler of 
my fortunes. Well do I know thy mercy, Mother of mine. 
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Great were my desires, and I spread them all out as a 
salesman does his wares. Thou didst see the display, I sup¬ 
pose, and didst bring confusion upon me. . . . 

My wealth, my honour, kith and kin, all have gone, and 
I have nothing now to call my own. 

What further use is there for me? Wretched indeed am I. 

I have sought my own ends, and now there is no limit to 
my grief. 

Thou who dost take away sorrow, to me most wretched 
hast thou given sorrow. And I must all this unhappy lot 
endure. 32 

He complains that she does not behave in the ways mothers are sup¬ 
posed to behave, that she does not hearken to his pleas. 

Can mercy be found in the heart of her who was born of 
the stone [a reference to her being the daughter of Himalaya)? 

Were she not merciless, would she kick the breast of her 
lord? 

Men call you merciful, but there is no trace of mercy in 
you. Mother. 

You have cut off the heads of the children of others, and 
these you wear as a garland around your neck. 

It matters not how much I call you "Mother, Mother." 

You hear me, but you will not listen. 33 


aDD J° b f Kah s child ' Ramprasad often asserts, is to suffer, to be dis- 
ppomted m terms of worldly desires and pleasures. Kali does not give 
to £ l n ° rm 7 ex P ec J ed - ^does allow her devotee/child, however, 
material P VT" that j S n0t cir cumscribed by physical and 

Kali i™' T™' Y R 7 P £ ras5d SayS succinctly: "He who has made 

Person ha, Pr V T J °T S ^ P leas ^es."- Indeed, that 

Pleasures It K 1C6 ' ^ , T* ^ her devotees in worldly 

pleasures. It is her very refusal to do so that enahlpc u i . . 

rpflprf A' • ; 1 . , r sanies her devotees to 

nect on dimensions of themselves and of realitv thaf u a u a\ 

comfor, and world security. * 8 ° b ' y °" d b ° d '' y 

certaf" a " al . V ” S °f Y si 8" if ' ca " ce o( Kalr *» > l «' Hindu tradition reveals 
certain constants in her mythology and imagery. She is almost always 

associated with blood and death, and it is difficult to imagine two mere 
polluting realities in the context of the purity-minded culture of Hin¬ 
duism. As such, Kali is a very dangerous being. She vividly and dra¬ 
matically thrusts upon the observer things that he or she would rather 
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not think about. Within the civilized order of Hinduism, within the 
order of dharma, blood and death are acknowledged—it is impossible 
not to acknowledge their existence in human life—but they are 
acknowledged within the context of a highly ritualized, patterned, and 
complex social structure that takes great pains to handle them in "safe" 
ways, usually through rituals of purification. These rituals (called sath- 
skaras, "refinements") allow individuals to pass in an orderly way 
through times when contact with blood and death are unavoidable. The 
order of dharma is not entirely naive and has incorporated into its 
refined version of human existence the recognition of these human 
inevitabilities. 

But the Hindu sariiskaras are patterned on wishful thinking. Blood 
and death have a way of cropping up unexpectedly, accidentally, trag¬ 
ically, and dangerously. The periodic flow of menstrual blood or the 
death of an aged and loved old woman (whose husband has coopera¬ 
tively died before her) are manageable within the normal order of 
human events. But the death of an infant or a hemorrhage, for instance, 
are a threat to the neat vision of the order of dharma. 35 They can never 
be avoided with certainty, no matter how well protected one thinks 
one is. 

Kali may be one way in which the Hindu tradition has sought to 
come to terms, at least in part, with the built-in shortcomings of its own 
refined view of the world. It is perhaps best and even redemptive to 
recognize that the system does not work in every case. Reflecting on the 
ways in which people must negate certain realities in their attempts to 
create social order, anthropologist Mary Douglas writes: 

Whenever a strict pattern of purity is imposed on our lives it 
is either highly uncomfortable or it leads into contradiction 
if closely followed, or it leads to hypocrisy. That which is 
negated is not thereby removed. The rest of life, which does 
not tidily fit the accepted categories, is still there and demands 
attention. The body, as we have tried to show, provides a basic 
scheme for all symbolism. There is hardly any pollution which 
does not have some primary physiological reference. As life is 
in the body it cannot be rejected outright. And as life must be 
affirmed, the most complete philosophies . . . must find some 
ultimate way of affirming that which has been rejected. 36 

Kali puts the order of dharma in perspective, perhaps puts it in its place, 
by reminding Hindus that certain aspects of reality are untamable, un- 
purifiable, unpredictable, and always a threat to society's feeble attempts 
to order what is essentially disorderly: life itself. 
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KalTs shocking appearance and unconventional behavior confront 
one with an alternative to normal society. To meditate on the dark god¬ 
dess, or to devote oneself to her, is to step out of the everyday world of 
predictable dharmic order and enter a world of reversals, opposites, and 
contrasts and in doing so to wake up to new possibilities and new frames 
of reference. In her differentness, strangeness, indeed, in her perverse¬ 
ness, Kali is the kind of figure who is capable of shaking one's comfort¬ 
ing and naive assumptions about the world. In doing this she allows 
a clearer perception of how things really are. 37 


Kali allows (or perhaps forces) better perception by enabling one to 
see the complete picture. She allows one to see behind the bounteousness 
of the other goddesses who appear in benign forms. Kali reveals the in¬ 
satiable hunger that logically must lie behind their amazing fecundity 
and liberality. Similarly, Kali permits individuals to see their overall 
roles in the cosmic drama. She invites a wider, more mature, more real¬ 
istic reflection on where one has come from and where one is going. She 
allows the individual to see himself or herself as merely one being in an 
en ess series of permutations arising from the ever-recurring cycles of 
i e and death that constitute the inner rhythms of the divine mother. As 
cy c ing and recycled energy, as both the creation and the food of the 
go ess, the individual is permitted to glimpse social roles and identities 
Derrp s P ectlv ® # to see ^em as often confining and as obscuring a clear 

LeakT^i hOW ^ ingS reaHy are 3nd Wh ° he or she really is. Kali 
and tlJ H ultimate 'y aI1 creatures are her children and also her food 

sacrificial™ S ° Cia \ r0 i e ° r ldentity Can remove the individual from this 

mav rV ak ' Wh J le ,ru ' h may W srim. i« realiza- 

liberatinl 1 f whal ls needed to P ush over Ihe threshold into the 
ng quest for release from bondage to samsara. 

from order^ Wh ‘ Ch K5lT invites or P rov °kes one over the threshold 
would estabh. f rUCture 15 seen in the roIes she requires of those who 
p a “la el r mt,maCy WUh her - 8 Icono 8 ra P hically, it is Siva who 
mo a™ m m0St J ntimate rela ^ns with Kali. In probably her 
Drone hod T*' “ Dak?i * akal1 ' she sta " d s or dances upon Siva's 
tranrp V* ^ Crematlon 8 round - H >s eyes are closed in bliss, sleep, 

oassiv; d u T‘ f ? diffiCUlt t0 Say Which ' His att > tud e is utterly 
JL ' a . nd< Y hethe u r he 1S dead or not ' his appearance corpselike. The 

y h that explains the origin of this pose says that once upon a time Kali 
began to dance out of control on the battlefield after having become 
drunk on the blood of her victims. To stop her rampage, Siva lay down 
on the battlefield like a corpse so that when she danced on his body she 
would stop, recognizing him as her husband. It is thus as a corpse, as 
one of her victims, that Siva calms Kali and elicits her grace. 3,> 
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In another myth it is the infant Siva who calms Kali and stops her 
rampage by eliciting motherly emotions from her. In this story Kali 
again has defeated her enemies on the battlefield and begun to dance out 
of control, drunk on the blood of those she has slain. To calm her and 
protect the stability of the world, Siva appears in the midst of the battle¬ 
field as an infant, crying out loudly. Seeing the child's distress. Kali 
stops her dancing, picks him up, and kisses him on the head. Then she 
suckles him at her breasts. 40 

Both the dead and infants have a liminal nature. Neither has a com¬ 
plete social identity. Neither fits neatly or at all into the niches and struc¬ 
tures of normal society. To approach Kali it is well to assume the iden¬ 
tity of a corpse or an infant. Having no stake in the orderly structures of 
society, the devotee as corpse or infant is free to step out of society into 
the liminal environment of the goddess. The corpse is mere food for her 
insatiable fires, the infant mere energy, as yet raw and unrefined. Re¬ 
duced to either extreme, one who approaches Kali in these roles is 
awakened to a perception of reality that is difficult to grasp within the 
confines of the order of dharma and a socialized ego. 
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There is a tendency in many texts, myths, and rituals concerning 
goddesses to subsume them all under one great female being. This god¬ 
dess has many names, but her most common designation is simply Devi 
(goddess) or Mahadevi (great goddess). The early Hindu tradition 
tended to speak of discrete goddesses—Sri, Parvati, Sita, and so on. 1 
Sometime in the medieval period, however, the tendency to think of all 
goddesses as related beings began to dominate certain texts. Perhaps the 
earliest example of this trend is the Devi-mahatmya, which is usually 
dated around the sixth century. 2 

Affirmation of a unity underlying all goddesses is usually expressed 
in one of two ways. First, a particular goddess, such as Parvati or 
Laksm, will be affirmed as the highest deity, or perhaps the consort or 
sakh of the highest deity, and all other goddesses will be understood as 
portions or manifestations of her. This approach is also seen in the case 
of maH deities and often involves a sectarian desire to demonstrate the 

° ne 7 °T 0t u erS - The SeC ° nd wa y in which ^e unity 
of all goddesses is asserted ,s by assuming the existence of one tran- 

ST 8 J W ^ 0 f 0SS l ss Z m0st class 'cal characteristics of 

ultimate reality as understood in the Hindu tradition and then subsum¬ 
ing all particular goddesses under her as partial manifestations of her. 

case Z T i Z SeP T e tW ° a PP roac hes. In the former 
ca e, the particular goddess who ,s elevated to supremacy, be she Par- 

va ., Durga, or Lak 5 m>, will be given all the attributes of ultimate reality 

but at the same time w 1 keep most of her distinctive mythology and 

appearance. In the latter case when the supreme goddess is described 

concretely, the description will often be similar to the appearance of a 

specific goddess well known ,n the tradition. That is, the author will 

usually betray a preference for a particular goddess tradition in actually 

describing the supreme goddess, and she will tend to appear more like 
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one goddess than another. Both approaches, however, tend to assert a 
definite theological position, namely, that underlying all female deities 
there is a unified power or essence. This power, furthermore, tends to 
display itself in almost innumerable forms, for a variety of purposes. 


CENTRAL THEOLOGICAL AND 
PHILOSOPHICAL CHARACTERISTICS 

An underlying theological assumption in texts celebrating the 
MahadevI is that the ultimate reality in the universe is a powerful, 
creative, active, transcendent female being. The Lalita-sahasrayiama 
gives many names of the MahadevI, and several of her epithets express 
this assumption. She is called, for example, the root of the world 
(Jagatlkanda, name 325), she who transcends the universe (Visvadhika, 
334), she who has no equal (Nirupama, 389), supreme ruler (Parames- 
varl, 396), she who pervades all (VyapinI, 400), she who is immeasur¬ 
able (Aprameya, 413), she who creates innumerable universes (Aneka- 
kotibrahmandajananl, 620), she whose womb contains the universe 
(Visvagarbha, 637), she who is the support of all (Sarvadhara, 659), she 
who is omnipresent (Sarvaga, 702), she who is the ruler of all worlds 
(Sarvalokesi, 758), and she who supports the universe (VisvadharinI, 
759). In the DevT-bhagavata-purana, which also assumes the ultimate 
priority of the MahadevI, she is said to be the mother of all, to pervade 
the three worlds, to be the support of all (1.5.47-50), to be the life force 
in all beings, to be the ruler of all beings (1.5.51-54), to be the only 
cause of the universe (1.7.27), to create Brahma, Visnu, and Siva and to 
command them to perform their cosmic tasks (3.5.4), to be the root of 
the tree of the universe (3.10.15), and to be she who is supreme knowl¬ 
edge (4.15.12). The text describes her by many other names and phrases 
as it exalts her to a position of cosmic supremacy. 

One of the central philosophic ideas underlying the MahadevI, an 
idea that in many ways captures her essential nature, is sakti. Sakti 
means "power"; in Hindu philosophy and theology sakti is understood 
to be the active dimension of the godhead, the divine power that under¬ 
lies the godhead's ability to create the world and to display itself. 3 Within 
the totality of the godhead, sakti is the complementary pole of the divine 
tendency toward quiescence and stillness. It is quite common, further¬ 
more, to identify sakti with a female being, a goddess, and to identify 
the other pole with her male consort. The two poles are usually under¬ 
stood to be interdependent and to have relatively equal status in terms 
of the divine economy.* 1 
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Silver mask of Devi. Sixteen or seventeenth century A . D . 
Himalayan Art (London: MacMillan, 1968), p. 143. 
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Texts or contexts exalting the Mahadevi, however, usually affirm 
sakti to be a power, or the power, underlying ultimate reality, or to be 
ultimate reality itself. Instead of being understood as one of two poles or 
as one dimension of a bipolar conception of the divine, sakti as it applies 
to the Mahadevi is often identified with the essence of reality. If the 
Mahadevi as sakti is related to another dimension of the divine in the 
form of a male deity, he will tend to play a subservient role in relation to 
her. 5 In focusing on the centrality of sakti as constituting the essence of 
the divine, texts usually describe the Mahadevi as a powerful, active, 
dynamic being who creates, pervades, governs, and protects the 
universe. As sakti , she is not aloof from the world but attentive to the 
cosmic rhythms and the needs of her devotees. 

In a similar vein the Mahadevi is often identified with prakrti and 
maya. Indeed, two of her most common epithets are Mulaprakrti (she 
who is primordial matter) and Mahamaya (she who is great maya). 
These ideas have negative connotations in certain schools of Hindu 
philosophy. Samkhya philosphy and yogic spiritual techniques describe 
prakrti as the web of matter in which one's spiritual essence, purusa 
(literally, the male), is enmeshed. Yogic exercise aims at reversing the 
spontaneous tendencies of prakrti to reproduce and specify itself. In the 
quest for liberation prakrti represents that from which one seeks free¬ 
dom. Similarly, most schools of Hindu philosophy identify maya with 
that which prevents one from seeing things as they really are. Maya is 
the process of superimposition by which one projects one's own igno¬ 
rance on the world and thus obscures ultimate truth. To wake up to the 
truth of things necessarily involves counteracting or overcoming maya, 
which is grounded in ignorance and self-infatuation. Liberation in Hindu 
philosophy means to a great extent the transcendence of embodied, 
finite, phenomenal existence. And maya is often equated precisely with 
finite, phenomenal existence. 6 To be in the phenomenal world, to be an 
individual creature, is to live enveloped in maya. 

When the Mahadevi is associated with prakrti or maya , certain 
negative overtones sometimes persist. As prakrti or maya she is some¬ 
times referred to as the great power that preoccupies individuals with 
phenomenal existence or as the cosmic force that impels even the gods to 
unconsciousness and sleep. 7 But the overall result of the Mahadevi s 
identification with prakrti and maya is to infuse both ideas with positive 
dimensions. As prakrti or maya, the Devi is identified with existence 
itself, or with that which underlies all existent things. The emphasis is 
not on the binding aspects of matter or the created world but on the 
Devi as the ground of all things. Because it is she who pervades the 
material world as prakrti or maya, the phenomenal world tends to take 
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on positive qualities. Or perhaps we could say that a positive attitude 
toward the world, which is evident in much of popular Hinduism, is af¬ 
firmed when the Devi is identified with prakrti and maya. The central 
theological point here is that the Mahadevi is the world, she is all this 
creation, she is one with her creatures and her creation. Although 
a person s spiritual destiny ultimately may involve transcendence of 
the creation, the DevT s identification with existence per se is clearly in¬ 
tended to be a positive philosophic assertion. She is life, and to the ex¬ 
tent that life is cherished and revered, she is cherished and revered. 

As sakti, prakrti, and maya, the Devi is portrayed as an over¬ 
whelming presence that overflows itself, spilling forth into the creation, 
suffusing the world with vitality, energy, and power. When the Devf 
is identified with these well-known philosophic ideas, then, a positive 
point is being made: the Devi creates the world, she is the world, 8 and 
she enlivens the world with creative power. As sakti, prakrti, and maya, 
she is not understood so much as binding creatures to finite existence as 
being the very source and vitality of creatures. She is the source of crea- 
tures-their mother-and as such her awesome, vital power is revered. 

Ihe idea of brahman is another central idea with which the Devi is 
associated. Ever since the time of the Upanisads, brahman has been the 

dTlTTT aCCeP L ed term ° r desi § nation for ultimate reality in Hin- 
d I ‘ h ? U P an wdS' and throughout the Hindu tradition, brahman 

aualSS H tW ° W T 35 nkgma (HaVing n ° ^ ualities or beyond all 
Sed h T* ' " 8 qual " ies) ' As “W. Which is usually 

“ superior way of thinking abou, brahman, ultimate 

“r- A r;r°- 

universes, and beings. As saguna, brahman reveal 'hselT 
the various deities of the Hindu pantheon. The matn nh 1 Tf 7 
asserted in the idea of saguna brahman is that undeHt 05015 .‘.'li P °dT 
ferent gods is a unifying essence, namely, brahman Each ^ ^ 

7. is understood to be a partial manifestation E h 

ultimately is beyond all specifying attributes fund " T' , 

The idea of brahman serves well the attempts in * u f ties ' 

to the Devi to affirm her supreme position X ^ 

idea of brahman makes two central philosophic points' 1 T* 

theology of the Mahadevi: (1) she is ultimate reality itself^ dT?l h ^ 
the source of all divine manifestations, male and female fbd 2 ^ll' 5 
female). As saguna brahman, the Devi is portrayed as a greltdosmic 
queen enthroned in the highest heaven, with a multitude of deities as the 
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agents through which she governs the infinite universes. In her ultimate 
essence, however, some texts, despite their clear preference for the 
Devi's feminine characteristics, assert in traditional fashion that she is 
beyond all qualities, beyond male and female.’ 


MYTHOLOGICAL CHARACTERISTICS AND FUNCTIONS 

The central role the Devi plays in mythology is that of creator and 
queen of the cosmos. When she is portrayed in her own form ( sva- 
bhava), she is usually described as a beautiful young woman in regal 
attire surrounded by thousands of attendants and seated on a throne in 
the highest heaven. 10 As cosmic queen she oversees or performs directly 
the three primary cosmic functions of creation, preservation, and de¬ 
struction. The world is said to be destroyed when she blinks her eyes 
and to be recreated when she opens her eyes. 11 

Many Hindu mythological texts attribute the three cosmic functions 
to Brahma (creation), Vi$ou (preservation), and Siva (destruction). 
While texts extolling the Devi often picture these three male deities in 
their familiar roles, it is made clear that the male gods only act according 
to the Devi's will and at her command. 12 Some myths make the point 
that the great male gods are entirely dependent on the Devi for their 
strength and power and that if she withdraws her power they are impo¬ 
tent and helpless. 13 The Devl-bhdgcivQtQ-piircinci also makes it clear that 
the traditional heavenly abodes of these deities are far below and in¬ 
ferior to the Devi's heaven. Indeed, the text asserts that there are innu¬ 
merable Brahmas, Vijijus, and Sivas, whose tasks are to govern the 
innumerable universes that ceaselessly bubble forth from the inexhaust¬ 
ibly creative Devi (3.4.14—67). In the Lfl/iifl-sfl/iflsrdMflWfl the Devi is 
called she from whose ten fingernails spring the ten forms of Vi§pu 
(Karanguli-nakhotpanna-narayana-dasakftih, 80). In the Saundaryala- 
hari the entire universe is formed from a tiny speck of dust from the 
Devi's foot. Brahma takes that speck and from it fashions worlds that 
Vi$i?u, in his form as the many-headed cosmic serpent, can barely sup¬ 
port with his thousand heads (verse 2). In a particularly humbling scene 
for the male deities, the Devi is described in her heaven as seated upon a 
couch, its four legs consisting of the great male deities of the Hindu pan¬ 
theon. 14 The point is clear: the great male gods still have important roles 
to play, but ultimately they are the servants of the Devi and do her bid¬ 
ding. She has created them, indeed, she has created innumerable copies 
of each of them, and they act as her cosmic agents, overseeing the uni¬ 
verses she has created. 

Although the male deities are frequently portrayed as carrying out 
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their traditional cosmological functions at the Devi's command, she 
herself is also often pictured as taking an active role in the cosmic pro¬ 
cesses. She is ever attentive to the world, particularly to her devotees, 
and in various forms she acts to uphold cosmic order and protect her 
creatures. Although her concern is that of a mother for her children, 
hence a passionate and ever-watchful concern, her favorite role as pro¬ 
tector and preserver of the cosmos is that of the warrior, a traditionally 
male role. Many of her epithets emphasize this aspect of her character. 
The Lalita-sahasranama calls her she who slays demons (Rak$asaghnl, 
318), she who grants boons to great warriors (Mahavlrendravarada, 
493), ruler of armies (Caturangabalesvarl, 691), she who is worshiped 
by warriors (Vlraradhya, 777), and mother of warriors (Viramata, 836). 

The Devi s most famous mythological exploits usually involve the 
defeat of demons who have taken over the world and displaced the gods 
from their positons as rulers of the cosmos. The three episodes featuring 
the goddess Durga are particularly popular in texts celebrating the 
Mahadevi, and she is identified with Durga in various renditions of the 
tales. To a great extent Durga is the Devi's most common or favorite 
orm, an Durga s exploits are the most commonly celebrated events in 
evi myt ology. From the point of view of Mahadevi theology the two 
are essentially the same deity. The account of Durga's defeat of Mahi$a 
[he £ eV] '-bhagavata-purana, for example, explicitly states that the 
VI though mrguna in her ultimate essence, assumes for her pleasure a 

form -° f ° rm ^ m ° rder t0 maintain c °smic order and that her 
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Parvatl, and other goddesses are all understood to be parts of a tran¬ 
scendent divine economy that is governed by the the Devi in her own 
form (svabhava) or in her aspect as brahman. This economy, with a few 
important exceptions, is oriented toward upholding and protecting 
the world. 

The Devi, like Vi$nu, also plays the role of protector and preserver 
in less grand, cosmic ways by making periodic and dramatic appearances 
on behalf of her individual devotees. In this role she plays the savior. 
Her devotees Samadhi and Suratha propitiate her in the closing scene of 
the Devi-mahatmya. She appears before them and graciously grants 
their desires (13.7-16). In the Devi-bhagavata-purana when her devotee 
Sudarsana is surrounded by his enemies and prays to her for help, she 
appears as a great warrior riding on her lion and quickly routs them 
(3.23.18-41). She appears to aid Rama when he prays to her for help in 
defeating Ravana. She enpowers him to build a bridge from India 
to Lanka and announces that she will cause him to defeat Ravana 
(3.30.43-61). In the Devi-bhagavata-purana s account of the well-known 
story of Hariscandra, who is reduced to poverty and thp pitiable status 
of an outcaste, the Devi answers Hariscandra's prayer by appearing and 
restoring him to his former state and reviving his child from the dead 
(7.27.1-7). The MahadevI, then, though typically pictured as a distant, 
awesome figure who sits in majesty on a heavenly throne surrounded by 
divine attendants, is responsive to the pleas of her individual devotees 
and is quick to come to their aid in times of distress. She is understood 
to be an approachable, motherly figure who is never deaf to the cries of 
her children. 


AUSPICIOUS AND TERRIBLE FORMS 

Another important feature of MahadevI mythology and theology is 
the insistence that she assumes both benign and terrible forms. Most 
texts extolling the Devi are preoccupied with her benign and auspicious 
forms, but many texts affirm that she has several manifestations that are 
dreadful, dangerous, or bloodthirsty. 17 In the Devi-bhagavata-purana 
(7.33.21-56), in a passage reminiscent of the scene in the Bhagavad-gita 
when Arjuna asks to see Krsna's cosmic form, the gods ask the Devi for 
a glimpse of her universal form. She obliges, and the gods are stunned 
and terrified by what they behold. She assumes a form having thousands 
of heads, eyes, and feet. Her entire body blazes with fierce, destructive 
flames, and her teeth make horrible grinding noises. Her eyes blaze with 
flames brighter than millions of suns, and the gods tremble as they see 
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her consume the universes. They plead with her to resume her gentle 
form, which she does, reappearing as a beautiful woman with a soft and 
gentle body and a smiling face. The Kurma-purana describes the Devi, 
who is identified primarily with ParvatT, as showing her cosmic form to 
Himavat. She blazes brightly, has dreadful teeth, wears a tiger skin, is 
armed with many weapons, and is of terrible form. When Himavat 
trembles with fear at her sight, she changes her appearance, presenting 
herself to him in her beautiful, tranquil, approachable form (11.67-73, 
214-217). The Mahanirv ana-1 antra describes her as drenched in blood 
from grinding up the world at the time of dissolution; the next verse says 
that she protects all beings, dispels fear, and grants blessings (13.9-10). 

Many epithets in the Lalita-sahasranama emphasize the Devi's 
graciousness, and her physical appearance from head to toe is described 
as surpassingly beautiful (13-51). Other names, however, suggest 
a destructive side to her nature: she who is seated on a throne of five 
corpses (Pancapretasanasina, 249), the terrible one (Bhairavi, 276), she 
who destroys (Samharim, 268), she who has flaming tusks (Darh$troj- 
jvala, 488), she who is a great devourer (Mahagrasa, 752), she who is a 
great eater (Mahasana, 753), and she who is wrathful (Pracanda, 827). 
The Devi is also often referred to by names that suggest her thirst for 
intoxicants: she who is drunk with the wine of dates (Varunimada- 
vi vala, 333), she whose eyes roll about from drinking wine (Madaghur- 
£itaraktak ? i, 432), and she who is fond of wine (Madhuprita, 510). 

(\A I:™™ su ^ est ^ at D evi is mad: she who is mad, or drunk 
Matta, 576), or causes madness or bewilderment; she who bewilders all 
loarvamohim, 703). 
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fertility, the protection and establishment of dharmic order, cultural 
creativity, wifely duty, and material abundance. Three other roles are 
also important in connection with the Devi's auspicious forms: (1) her 
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role as granter of wisdom, learning, and liberation, (2) her role as the 
embodiment of female beauty and the exciter of desire, and (3) her role 
as the source of food and nourishment. 

In the Aryastava she is called liberation (tnukti), she who speaks of 
the knowledge of brahman, and she who is the knowledge of brahman} 9 
A hymn addressed to the Devi in the Mahabharata calls her liberation 
and knowledge of brahman as well as mother of the Vedas. 20 Another 
hymn of the Mahabharata calls her intelligence and knowledge and says 
that she destroys ignorance and all of mankind's fetters. 21 In the Lalitd- 
sahasrandma she is called she who is great intelligence (Mahabuddhi, 
223), she whose form is a mass of knowledge (Vijnanabhanarupini, 253), 
she who is wisdom itself (Prajnatmika, 261), she who releases creatures 
from bondage (Pasupasavimocim, 354), she who removes darkness (Ta- 
mopaha, 361), intelligence (Mati, 445), she who removes bonds (Ban- 
dhamocani, 546), knowledge (Vidya, 549), she who is knowledge of the 
dtman (Atmavidya, 583), she who is great and auspicious knowledge 
(Mahavidya and SrTvidya, 584 and 585), she whose form is the guru 
(Gurumurti, 603), she who bestows knowledge (Jnanada, 643), she who 
gives salvation (Muktida, 736), she who bestows heaven and liberation 
(Svargapavargada, 764), she whose form is truth, wisdom, and bliss 
(Satyajnananandarupa, 791), she who brings peace to people consumed 
by birth, death, and decrepitude (Janmamrtyujarataptajanavisrantida- 
yini, 851), she who removes all misfortune (Sarvapadivinivarim, 913), 
and she who is the lamp that dispels the darkness of ignorance (Ajnana- 
dhvantadipika, 993). 

In many ways the Devi assumes the role and displays the character¬ 
istics of Sarasvati as the granter of wisdom and learning. She is associ 
ated with practical knowledge and civilization in general. The Devi in 
this aspect is not a goddess revealed in nature but a goddess associated 
with culture. Her association with spiritual knowledge, wisdom, and 
liberation also makes the point that the Devi transcends the world she 
creates, that she not only underlies the world and is its creator but is the 
means to transcend the world, which is the ultimate spiritual goal in 
Hinduism. 

Many texts extolling the Devi emphasize her extraordinary beauty. 
It is common for hymns that praise her to describe her physical appear¬ 
ance from head to toe. The Saundaryalahan, perhaps the most famous 
hymn praising the Devi, dotes on each physical detail of her o y, 
devoting verses 42-88 to her physical praise. The Lalitd-sahasranama 
similarly describes her every feature in names 13-51. These texts em P a 
size the desirability of actually seeing or visualizing the Devi, whic is 
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a redemptive event in itself and is longed for by her devotees. Even 
though the Devls devotees never approach her as lovers, almost in¬ 
variably preferring to come to her in the mood of children, her physical 
appearance is held to epitomize feminine beauty and to arouse those 
deities who are associated with her, especially Siva. She is also often 
given epithets that identify her with sexual desire, and the hymns that 
praise her make the point that she reveals herself or is manifest in the 
sexual attraction of creatures, that she is identified with the power of 
sexuality. The SaundaryalaharT says that Kama's great power, by which 
he arouses all creatures to sexual desire, was given by a glance of the 
Devi (verse 6). Her sexually stimulating effect is vividly described in the 
same text: 


A worn-out old man, distasteful to the sight, 
sluggish in love's art, 

if he but fall within a side glance from you, there 
run after him by the hundreds, 
with hair ribbons flying loose and clothes slipped from 
their jarlike breasts, 

young women, their girdles violently bursting and their 
garments dropped down. 22 


beau^Th na, ” es .' n ,he Lllita-sahasranama stress the Devi's physical 
307Mol as “ c . ,al r ™ lh vitality: the beautiful one (Ramyi, 
332 ' t ^ <K r a ' ? Sh ' Wh ° haS beaU,i(ui (Vamanayana, 

(R«Wpa Sis R k" 1 hai : <V r akes1 ' 351) ' “ h °* f»™ is Rati 

means f a e 21 a f.f" » «•* ° f lh ' ** Mm,; her name literally 
who is E l ,hX° UrS : ' ° ne "5° iS desi " d iMmya, 321), she 

whose form is the dp 'f senlIrneat mgararasasampurna, 376), she 
causes emotion (Ksobh - <Lolaks ' kSma ™Pii)', 454), she who 

form is se^uaTdes taIT' <M ° hlnI ' 562 >' she whose 

desire and pleasure (Kamakelitarangita, 863 ). ^erflows with 

u e D ^ V1 s assoc i a ti° n or identification with life and ^ u c 

the phystcal world is clear in her aspect as instigate o^d p 2 ) 

and sa(r 'i; Dooi impels creat.on forward. In ,£e, It?' ,' 

she is called vitality (OiovatT 7*71 cK u ■ ^ La,lta - saf >asranania 

and she whose JiS^S* JESf T 

forceful exDrescinn r.f it,; ■ ■ . , 1 ne immediate, dramatic, 

<-vrui expression ot this impulse is sexual attraction aid, u 

Although It? dT £ ^ T*** 

tor of setual dT l T* given the role of instiga- 

of sexual desire ,n Hindu mythology, the Devi nonetheless is often 
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celebrated as manifesting herself wherever sexual desire appears. In the 
texts that praise her, Kama acts as her agent and is empowered by her 
sexual vitality. 23 

The Devi's association with nourishment and food is another of her 
distinctive characteristics. As she is often identified with the earth itself 
(she is called MahT and Dhara, "earth," in the Lalita-sahasranama, 718 
and 955) it is not surprising that the Devi is also identified with food, 
which comes from the earth. The Lalita-sahasranama calls her she who 
gives food (Annada, 669) and nourishment (Pu$ti, 444). Texts celebrat¬ 
ing the Mahadevi relate a myth concerning a great drought that resulted 
in a dreadful famine. 24 In desperation the Brahmans approached the 
Devi and begged her for relief. The Devi obligingly appeared in a form 
having many eyes. Seeing the pitiful condition of her creatures, she 
began to weep. She cried for nine nights, causing heavy rains to fall on 
the earth from her eyes. The rivers again flowed, the lakes and ponds 
were filled, and life once more returned to the earth in abundance. 25 In 
this manifestation she is called Satak$I (she who has one hundred eyes), 
Sakambharl (she who bestows vegetables), and Annapurna (she who is 
full of food). Images of Satak$I show her carrying various kinds of 
food. 26 Images of Annapurna typically show her holding a cooking pot 
and spoon. 27 Her most popular festival in Banaras takes place in the fall 
and celebrates her role as the sustainer of life. During the Annakuta 
(food mountain) festival, a mountain of food is indeed constructed and 
fills her temple. 28 In the spring during a festival that associates her with 
the sprouting rice, her image and temple are decorated with green rice 
sprouts. 29 Another well-known epithet of the Devi which emphasizes her 
nourishing aspect is Jagaddhatrl, which may mean either she who sup¬ 
ports the world" or "world nurse." 30 

A basic human perception seems to underlie the Devi s association 
with food. The mysterious power by which apparently lifeless seeds pro¬ 
duce vegetation when inserted into the earth impresses itself on people as 
revealing an awesome, potent presence associated with the solid earth 
itself. It is natural, furthermore, that this presence be apprehended as 
a female in whom the same mysterious fertile powers are evident. The 
earth and the Devi possess an immense reservoir of power that can re¬ 
nourish declining vigor and make it fresh and new. Crops, food all liv¬ 
ing things that teem upon the surface of earth—are the natural bubblings 
of the great fertile power that resides in the earth and is identified with 
the Devi. As sakti (power) and prakrti (the tendency of nature to specify 
and multiply), the Devi manifests herself in infinite concrete organisms 
that in turn feed more complex organisms, and so the continued impulse 
of life is sustained and maintained by the Devi as food. As food, or as 
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the giver or source of food, the empahsis is on the Devi's benign, fruc¬ 
tifying aspects. The other side of her nature, however, is that in her 
bloodthirsty forms she demands to be renourished by blood and ulti¬ 
mately by the lives of all creatures. 31 

Although the Devi's auspicious, benign forms tend to dominate her 
character, sometimes to the extent that no fierce or destructive aspects 
appear, 32 most texts that celebrate her insist that she possesses fierce or 
terrible forms that are associated with war, blood, destruction, death, 
and hunger. The terrible forms of the Devi often arise in the context of 
one of her most fundamental protective roles, guardian of the cosmos in 
the form of a formidable warrior. Sometimes the Devi, in one of her 
auspicious, gentle forms, will be petitioned to defeat a demon on behalf 
of the gods. Hearing of the demon s activity, or perhaps simply contem¬ 
plating the idea of war, the Devi takes on a fierce, terrible form and pro¬ 
ceeds to enter into battle. 33 Sometimes her fierce forms only arise once 
she has actually entered the battle. Having worked herself up, having 
gotten the taste of blood and death, or provoked by the insults of her 
enemies, the Devi transforms herself, 34 splits herself, 35 or multiplies 
herself 36 into a ferocious goddess or goddesses and tears into her enemies 
with awful glee. 37 Although ostensibly performing a positive function 
in these scenes, the Devi's terrible forms betray qualities that often 
threaten the world and suggest dangerous, uncontrollable facets of her 
aracter. More often than not the ferocious goddess (or goddesses) 
oses control. She is described as rending her enemies limb from limb, 
tearing their flesh with her teeth, and drinking their blood, which then 
intoxicates her. Thirsting for more blood or dancing drunkenly out of 

or < S ^ 3 » h f rS f beC ° meS 3 thre3t to the cosmos must be tamed 

reorp bd T?‘ " thCS r lnSt3nCes the terrible f° rrns of the Devi appear to 

loss of? hei " Pers ° nified 7 ath ' her destructive power intensified, or her 
loss or temper and control. 

the bloLT? 1 c of L COr " bat arOUSes an as P ect of the Devi that delights in 
warrilrs h U K u u , * reminiscent of ‘he berserk qualities of 
the Dev- y . WhlGh they un dertake bloodcurdling deeds. In this aspect 

lacks hne S eV - ‘° her own allies - Sh e is all-consuming. She 

arrow sne Y sh c ed ° es n °‘ use capons, such as a bow and 

naiU toTe h° r an ° L 65 ^ ° Wn formid able teeth and sharp 

her in th ^ f™ 5 * " 0t the art of war ‘hat delights 

terror ^A T ? fu u u f'r battle ' ll ^ the cl amor, tumult, 

terror and frenzy of the battlefield which please and excite her and sum¬ 
mon her into existence in the first place. She is the distillation of the furi¬ 
ous, raw, savage power and lust of the frenzied warrior, and as such she 
is truly a terrible being, feared by her enemies, to be sure, but a threat to 
the overall stability of the world itself. 
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Many fierce, terrible goddesses also exist outside the battle context. 
They are not related in any clear way to the Mahadevl's central role as 
cosmic guardian, but they are definitely affirmed to be aspects of her 
being. Besides their terrible appearances and fierce natures, their most 
distinctive characteristic is often their taste for blood. There are many 
examples from all over India of goddesses who are worshiped with 
blood sacrifices. 39 The tradition of goddesses who are pleased with 
blood—and particularly human blood, often the blood of their most ar¬ 
dent devotees—dates back at least to medieval times in Hinduism. 40 
Although human sacrifice is not usually sanctioned in texts extolling the 
Devi, there are several indications that human sacrifice was performed 
in her honor. The Kalika-purana devotes a whole chapter to sacrifices 
acceptable to the Devi and includes human beings as particularly pleas¬ 
ing to her (71.73). A goddess named Kesai Khati (eater of raw flesh) was 
worshiped in Assam, and sometimes human sacrifices were made to 
her. 41 The Manimekalai, a Tamil epic, describes the temple of a goddess 
which has an altar surrounded by posts from which human heads are 
hung. 42 In Bhavabhuti's MalatTmadhava a devotee of the goddess 
Camunda kidnaps the heroine with the intention of sacrificing her to the 
goddess. 43 The hero of the Vardfigacarita is also kidnapped, in this case 
by tribal people, to be sacrificed to a forest goddess (13.58). 44 In the not- 
too-distant past the goddess Kamakhya was offered 140 human heads 
when her new temple was dedicated. 45 

Iconography and literature contain many examples of people who 
sacrifice their own blood and pieces of their flesh to goddesses; ritual 
suicide, usually self-decapitation, is also well documented as an act of 
devotion to goddesses 46 The Kalika-purana says that the Devi is satis¬ 
fied when her devotees offer flesh from near their hearts (71.74 ff.); the 
KumarT-tantra says that one who offers his own blood to the Devi will 
achieve royalty. 47 In the DevT-mdhatmya two devotees of the Devi peti¬ 
tion her to grant them boons, and as part of their spiritual exercises they 
offer their own blood and pieces of their flesh (13.8). 

Although to my knowledge there exists no textual sanction for 
ritual suicide to the Devi, many cases of self-immolation as an act of 
devotion to goddesses have been noted. 48 In K$emendra s Brhatkatha - 
manjari a washerman and his brother-in-law cut off their heads in a fit 
of devotional fervor to the goddess Gauri. In an inscription dated a.d. 
991 from the Kannada area we hear of a loyal subject named Katega who 
offered his head to the goddess Gun^adabbe to fulfill a vow when the 
king succeeded in fathering a son. 49 Four similar scenes from Pallava and 
early Chola sculpture depict kneeling male devotees offering their heads 
to a four-armed goddess. 50 In the Tamil epic Silappadiharam the goddess 
Aiyai, who is worshipped by hunters, is adorned with snakes, tiger s 
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teeth, and a leopard skin and is armed with a bow. She receives blood 
sacrifices and accepts the blood that flows from the severed heads of her 
devotees. 51 

Human sacrifices and self-immolation to goddesses represent only 
the extreme aspect of the blood offerings to these deities and were prob¬ 
ably never widely practiced. Animal sacrifices, however, are a very com¬ 
mon part of the worship of local goddesses throughout India. Goats are 
sacrificed daily to Kali at the Kallghat temple in Calcutta to the present 
day, and this is nothing unusual in terms of her worship elsewhere in 
Bengal and India. On her festival day in the autumn in Bengal goats are 
sacrificed to her at temporary shrines set up all over the state. Similarly, 
during Durga Puja goats and sometimes buffaloes are offered in great 
numbers to the goddess wherever she is worshiped. An inscription from 
South India mentions daily offerings of sheep to Camun^a. 52 Mariyam- 
man, the popular village goddess of South India, recieves blood offer¬ 
ings at her festivals. 53 Indeed, so common is blood sacrifice to goddesses 
in South India that the practice has been singled out as one of the 
characteristic aspects of local worship of goddesses in the South: "The 
village deities are almost universally worshiped with animal sacrifices . 
Buffaloes, sheep, goats, pigs, and fowls are freely offered to them, some¬ 
times in thousands." 54 


T he centrality of blood offerings to goddesses is all the more re¬ 
markable in light of the emphasis in much of the Hindu tradition, both 
rahmanic and popular, on ahithsa, "noninjury." Despite the insistence 
on noninjury as an ethic to be followed by all Hindus (except where their 
ra it,onal occupations make this impossible), and despite outspoken 

sodded ° if" 11 ”! by influential Hindu figures in recent times, 55 

dear th i brOU8h ° Ut Indla continue to receive blood offerings. It seems 
human ?'i t Pr3CtlCe ° f 8 ° ddesses a ™mal (and sometimes 

an^lol of Ik 0 ' 5 15 eX u em ' y L andent56 and also <*ntral to the meaning 

usuaHv fierr heir W ° rSh ’ P ' ll \ the eyes of their ^votees these goddesses, 
sually fierce in nature, need or demand blood and will not bless their 

devotees unless they receive blood from them. As in the case of Kali 

cXTeenTt Und f rlyin8 intuition or Perception in these 

cults seems to be hat these goddesses, who are associated with fertility, 

must be periodically renourished. In order to give life, they must receive 
life back in the form of blood sacrifices. 


In addition to being associated with battle and blood sacrifice, the 
terrible forms of the Mahadevi (or those terrible goddesses who are 
incorporated into Mahadevi mythology) are often associated with de¬ 
struction, death, and hunger. Their untamed, wild behavior threatens 
cosmic stability. In Somadeva's Yasastilaka the goddess Candamari is 
described as follows: 
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The impetuous movements of the goddess are such that the 
waters of the ocean are splashed by the heavy impact of her 
feet; the moon (on her forehead) is terrified by the horrid mass 
of her matted hair, entwined with madly excited serpents; 
while the bells of her club ring out as the human skulls, sway¬ 
ing at her side, move to and fro; and the mountains are laid 
low by her massive hands as she vehemently waves them in an 
outburst of joy at the destruction of demons. 57 

A hymn of praise to the goddess Camunda in Bhavabhuti's 
Malatimadhava describes her as dancing so wildly that she threatens to 
destroy the world. She has a gaping mouth, wears a garland of skulls 
that laugh and terrify the worlds, is covered with snakes, showers flames 
from her eyes that destroy the worlds, and is surrounded by fiends and 
goblins. 58 In Ratnakara's Haravijaya the goddess Camunda does a dance 
that destroys the world. As she dances she plays a musical instrument 
whose shaft is Mount Meru, whose string is the cosmic serpent Se$a, and 
whose gourd is the crescent moon. She tunes this great instrument dur¬ 
ing the deluge that destroys the world and then plays it during the night 
of the end of the world. 59 

Appropriate to the wild, destructive natures of these goddesses is 
the association with death and places of death. The Manasara-silpa- 
sastra, a text on architecture, specifies that temples to Kali should be 
built far from villages and towns, near cremation grounds (9.289). In 
Tantric worship of Kali it is not uncommon for texts to recommend con¬ 
fronting her in cremation grounds, which are well known as one of her 
favorite haunts. 60 Camunda is also typically described as haunting cre¬ 
mation grounds. In the Malatimadhava of Bhavabhuti a devotee of 
Camunda propitiates her in a temple adjacent to a cremation ground. 61 
A South Indian image of Camunda is described as follows: "She holds a 
skull-mace (khattvanga) , a snake, a wine cup (modaka bhanda) in her 
different hands. She has a third eye and below her is a jackal gnawing at 
the left hip of a corpse lying on the floor." 62 The goddess Tripura Bhai- 
ravi is described in the Kalika-purana as wearing red clothes and as hav¬ 
ing four arms, a red complexion, and a dazzling appearance. She stands 
on a corpse and wears garlands of skulls on her head and around her 
neck and waist. Her eyes show she has been drinking liquor (74.90-94). 
The goddess Sivadutf is similarly described in the Kalika-purana. Her 
teeth are red, her hair is matted, and she wears skulls as a garland, 
snakes as ornaments, and a panther skin as clothing. She places a foot 
on a corpse and the other on a jackal and is surrounded by thousands of 
jackals (63.104-108). 63 The goddess Carmamunda is also said to have a 
fearful form. She is black, fond of meat and wine, and surrounded by 
ghosts. She is seated on a corpse and holds in her hands a noose and a 
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pot full of blood. 64 A particularly gruesome description of Candamari 
from Somadeva's Yasastilaka vividly shows the association of these ter¬ 
rible goddesses with death and cremation grounds. 


Garlands of human skulls are her head-ornaments. Corpses 
of children are her ear-ornaments. The elbows of dead men are 
her earrings. Balls made from the bones of dead bodies form 
her necklaces. The oozings from the leg-bones of corpses serve 
as her cosmetics. Skeletons play the part of toy-lotuses in her 
hands. Rivers of wine are the streams wherein she performs her 
evening ablutions. Charnel-fields are her pleasure grounds. 
The ashes of funeral pyres are her face-ornament. Raw hides 
constitute her robe. The intestines of dead bodies form her gir¬ 
dle. The bosoms of dead men are her dancing floor. She plays 
with heads of goats as with balls. Her water-sports take place 
in lakes of blood. The blazing fires of cremation-grounds serve 
as her votive lamps at night. Human skulls are the vessels she 
eats from. Her greatest pleasure is when living creatures of all 
kinds are sacrificed at her altar. 65 


These goddesses are also often described as lean, skinny, or emaci¬ 
ated. They are also said to have prominent teeth or fangs. There is a 
clear emphasis on these goddesses' ever-hungry and all-consuming 
nature. They rip and tear their way through the world, seeking to satisfy 
a primordia 1 hunger that is the opposite of the ever-fruitful forms of the 
ahadevi, which perpetually give birth to all creatures. Some of the ter¬ 
rible goddesses have epithets that emphasize their hungry natures. In the 

JZ?? n T I men,ions of tw incarnations named Rak- 

adanoka (the red-toothed one) (11.42). The goddess Danturi (she hav- 
g Jangs) is described as having "bare canine teeth, rounded eyes ghastly 

pTcul'iar m n lated b ° dy '.,’ ean and P endulous breasts, sunken belly and 
Bubhln 8 P ° StUre - " image ° f C5mu ^a adorning a temple in 
visible T 3 ' IS S ° emadated in a PP^rance that her bones are all clearly 
visible. Her eyes pop from her head, her breasts are withered, and her 
expression is fierce.*' Another awesome image of Camunda is found at 
Jaipur in Orissa. She is described in this sculpture as follows: 


She has four arms, emaciated body and shrunken belly show¬ 
ing the protruding ribs and veins, skull-garland (tmmdamala), 
her corpse seat (pretasam . . . ), bare teeth and sunken eyes 
with round projecting eye-balls, bald head with flames issuing 
from it. She holds in her back hands a kartr (chopper) and 
a sula, while her front right and left ones hold a kapdla and 
a munda (human head) respectively; the skull on the armlet on 





THE MAHADEVl 


149 


her right hand has a grinning smile on its face, while the severed 
head in her left hand has a life-like expression. 08 

The juxtaposition of auspicious and terrible qualities in most por¬ 
traits of the Mahadevi underlines one of her central features. She is 
the world in the form of a great being. The world, as perceived through 
the person of the Devi, is a living organism. In her auspicious forms the 
Devi represents the world as unceasingly fruitful, full of awesome en¬ 
ergy that pervades and nourishes all creatures. In her aspect as mother 
she is understood to dote on her children, to spoil them with all the 
bounties at her disposal. As food she gives herself to be eaten by her 
creatures, and as the essence of sexual desire she prompts all creatures to 
take part in the great dance of continued creation and life. 

The mother herself, however, must also be nourished. She must eat, 
for her energy is not inexhaustible. If she were only to give birth to and 
nourish her creatures she would soon grow weak, and creation would 
cease. This seems to be the perception underlying the insistence in Maha¬ 
devi theology that she possesses a variety of terrible manifestations. The 
Mahadevi needs to be renourished as continually as she gives birth. Her 
awesome creative power must be matched by her awesome hunger. The 
intuition here seems to be that there is only so much energy in the world, 
there is only so much energy possessed by the Mahadevi. If she gives her 
fertile power at one point, she must be renourished at another point. 
The world in Mahadevi theology is perceived as a steady-state system. 

In this view . . . any gain somewhere is a loss somewhere else, 
every loss a gain. The world is a body, and just as its blood 
must continually flow both out and back, so at every cell in 
that body the life-blood must continually both arrive and de¬ 
part. Any local blockage and eventually something has to give. 

The world is an economy, an integrated system of ongoing 
exchanges, and excessive hoarding anywhere in the system, by 
either producers or consumers, creates trouble and again, 
eventually something has to give. In such a system there is, 
over the long run, no getting without giving. 09 

The Mahadevi gives unstintingly. She is indeed life itself. But she 
must receive back unstintingly too. She is also death itself, which is 
always necessary to sustain life. The Devi s auspicious and ferocious 
aspects, her associations with life on the one hand and with death on the 
other, do not teach primarily that she is a two-faced, ambivalent being 
who is unpredictable in her activity and nature. Her two facets are clearly 
interrelated; indeed, each facet demands the existence of the other. 
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Insofar as the Devi is this world, she reveals a basic truth that is at the 
very heart of things: namely, that life, metabolism, nourishment necessi¬ 
tate continual massive killing and death. Food that sustains life is only 
procured through death and killing. Life and death constitute a process 
of giving and getting, a process through which the energy of the Maha- 
devi is continuously recycled. 
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THE EARLY HISTORY OF THE MATRKAS 

Certain groups of goddesses occupy an important place in the Hindu 
perception of the divine feminine. A band of divinities known simply 
as the Matrkas, ''mothers/' is among the most significant groups of god¬ 
desses. Early references to the Matrkas date to around the first century 
a.d. , but they rarely specify their number; the implication in some pas¬ 
sages is that they are innumerable. The goddesses are only mentioned as 
a group, and it is as a group that they function and are characterized in 
almost all references throughout the tradition. In most early references 
the Matrkas have inauspicious qualities and are often described as dan¬ 
gerous. In the medieval period their number and names become more 
standardized. They are usually said to number seven, although some 
texts mention eight or sixteen. In this period the Matrkas also take on 
names and characteristics that associate them with important male gods 
in the Hindu pantheon. They also come to play a protective role vis-a- 
vis the world in later mythology, although some of their early inauspi¬ 
cious, wild characteristics tend to persist in these accounts. 

Although some scholars have sought to demonstrate that the 
Matrkas were known in Vedic literature, 1 the earliest clear descriptions 
of a group of goddesses known as Matrkas appear in the Mahabharata. 
The sections in which these references occur do not belong to the earliest 
layers of the epic and probably date to around the first century a.d. Sev¬ 
eral groups of female beings are called Matrkas in the Mahabharata. The 
Vana-parva mentions a group of goddesses called the mothers of the 
world (215.16). They are sent by Indra to kill the youth Karttikeya 
shortly after his birth. When they approach the child, however, their 
breasts ooze milk, and they ask him to adopt them as his mothers 
(215.18). Two of these goddesses are described. One is said to have been 
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born of anger and to carry a spike in her hand. The other is said to be 
bad tempered, of red complexion, the daughter of the sea, and to live on 
blood. Although only these two goddesses are described, it seems likely 
that the others (the text does not specify how many there are) are also 
characterized by inauspicious qualities and habits (215.21-22). 

In a subsequent episode in the story of Karttikeya's birth, a host of 
ferocious and terrifying goddesses are born from the child when Indra 
strikes him with his thunderbolt. Among this host of fierce goddesses are 
Kaki, Halima, Malinl, BrhalT, Arya, Palala, and Vaimitra. Although 
Karttikeya adopts them as his mothers and divides them into siva and 
asiva spirits, good and evil spirits, they are collectively characterized as 
stealing children. 2 

The dangerous nature of the Matrkas is elaborated and underlined 
later in the narrative of Karttikeya. The wives of six sages, who have 
been unjustly accused of having been Karttikeya's real mothers and con¬ 
sequently have been divorced by their husbands for being adulterous, 
come to Karttikeya and appeal to him to adopt them as his mothers. As 
a group they are called the Mahamatfkas (great mothers). He agrees to 
become their adopted son and then asks them if there is anything else 
they wish. They make two requests. The first is to be recognized and 
worshiped as great goddesses throughout the world. The second request 
o ive off the children of men because they themselves have been 
l nd t J erefore cheated of the possibility of having their own 
_j n , eya is reluctant to allow these women to destroy chil- 

Dro r d ^ s he Hnds u painfui to grant their rec * uest - He asks them 

Hne ofh T S L ° f Harming them ' and they a § ree - In ‘he closing 
mandal^K 51 ^ t0 ^ em ' however ' as he 8 ives ‘hem their functional 
children t0 ^ ” In y ° Ur Various forms ma V you torment 

violent nat 7 years old - 1 g^nt you an imperishable, 

all -a e ‘ Y ° U Sha11 live ha PP n y with ^at (nature) worshiped by 

of the^^T 51 ° f female SpiFitS iS mentioned in the following episode 
function, o' T Tit IT and a " ° f them serve inauspicious 

Raksalr A ; d T lbed fi T terms - They are Vinata, Putana, 
and A In °u Diti ' Sufabhi ' Sarama ' Kad ^< Lohitayani, 

del « L ° f theSC S° ddess « (Vinata and Lohitayani) 

our or affhct children or pregnant women. They like flesh, drink 

rong liquor and lurk.m the confinement chamber (where birth takes 
place) for the first ten days of a child's life. The text repeats the idea that 
these beings afflict children until the age of sixteen, whereafter they act 
as positive influences. 4 

Chapter 45 of the Salya-parva of the Mahabharata tells of the eleva- 
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tion of Karttikeya to supreme command of the divine army. In keeping 
with the description of the Matrkas from the Vana-parva is a description 
of a host of female beings (ninety-two names are given, but the text says 
there are many more besides those actually named) who are said to be 
among Karttikeya's hosts when he confronts the demon armies in battle. 
As a group this host of Matrkas is characterized in different ways, and 
although some are said to be lovely of form, cheerful, fair of skin, and 
youthful, they are generally characterized by inauspicious qualities. 
They have long nails, large teeth, and protruding lips; they inspire their 
foes with terror; they are like Indra in battle; they live in trees, at cross¬ 
roads, in caves, on mountains, at springs, in burning grounds; and they 
speak a variety of languages. Some of them are dark. 

Most references in the Mahabharata to groups of divinities called 
Matrkas make it clear that these goddesses were understood to be dan¬ 
gerous. Their physical descriptions emphasize their fearsome natures, 
and their behavior is consistently said to be violent. Although they even¬ 
tually end up serving Karttikeya in one way or another, as his mothers 
or as his allies in battle, their initial task in the Vana-parva is to kill him. 
In fact, one of the main points emphasized in the association of Kart¬ 
tikeya with the Matrkas is the danger that they represent to newborn 
children. The infant Karttikeya is particularly vulnerable to these be¬ 
ings. The Matrkas are most attracted to children and express their 
wrathful, dangerous natures primarily against children. Although Kart¬ 
tikeya is portrayed as transforming these goddesses into benign pres¬ 
ences, indeed, into mothers who protect infants, the transformation is 
sometimes unconvincing, for example, when he refuses the request of 
the sages' wives to destroy children but then commands them a few 
verses later to torment children until the age of sixteen (219.22-23). 

Goddesses who are inimical to children are found elsewhere in the 
Indian religious traditions. The goddess HarltT, who is mentioned in 
several Buddhist sources, was well known in the Magadha area of Nort 
India, where the Buddha lived and preached. She is described as stealing 
children from the people of Rajagrha and feeding herself and her n^ny 
sons on them. Her name literally means "she who steals. The Bu a 
transformed her into a benign being and promised her that pious peo 
pie in the future would worship her and make images of her and her 
children in their homes. 5 

A demon goddess named Jara is described in the Sabha-parva of the 
Mahabharata (16.40-17.5). When two sisters each give birth to half 
a child, they abandon the deformed creatures at a crossroads. Jara, who 
feeds on flesh and blood, takes the children away. Inadvertently, how¬ 
ever, she combines the two infants into a whole being. She gives the 
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whole child to the king of the area, and in gratitude he orders that she be 
worshiped throughout the region at a great festival in her honor. 

The demoness Putana, who is actually named in one of the lists of 
the Matrkas in the Mahabharata, where she is described as a stalker of 
the night and evil in her ghastly shape, 6 seeks to kill the infant Kr$na by 
poisoning her breasts and then asking Kr$na's mother if she might suckle 
the child. She disguises herself as an attractive woman, but when Kr$na 
sucks the life from her and she dies, she is revealed in her true form as an 
ugly hag. 7 

The goddess Jye$fha, although not specifically said to harass chil¬ 
dren, may well have been another goddess of this type. She is described 
as having large pendulous breasts descending as far as her navel, with 
a flabby belly, thick thighs, raised nose, hanging lower lip, and is in 
colour as ink/' 8 According to the Linga-purana she is born when the 
gods and demons churn the ocean of nectar to obtain immortality. She is 
given as a wife to the sage Dussaha, who soon discovers that his un- 
attractive wife cannot bear the sound or sight of any kind of pious activ¬ 
ity When he complains to Vi 5 nu, Vi § nu tells Dussaha to go with his wife 
only to places where inauspicious things occur, hence Jyesfha s popular 
epithet Alak§mi, "she who is inauspicious." Among places specifically 
mentioned where she should reside are homes where family members 

thpT^hMH W ,f e \ the e ^ ers eat ^ ooc ^ w ^ile disregarding the hunger of 
the lr children (2.6). Eventually Jye 5 fha is abandoned by her husband. 

bandar H-T 1° ^ c hat ShC C3nn0t SUStain herself without a hus- 
(2 6 83-871 "I 3 : 5 She WlH be sustained b V offerings from women 

d ° eS n0t S3y S °' il is P-bably to be 
ate her * " 0l 6nterthe homes of ^ose who propiti- 

the “ ild - affHCti ^ 8odd«es such as the Matrkas is probably 

iniJZc fsv^L r en diC r hildleSS ° r " chi 'bbirth linger on as 

“etdou v7s 3re ’ e , u US ° f ,° ther W ° men a " d their children and 

ship of the Ma^rkas P ir aSed W by ° r harmin 8 children.’ Wor- 

s. the Mat f kas >s aimed primarily at keeping them awav Not refer- 

nng to one s children as beautiful or attractive and marking children 
with collynum to hide their beauty are practices n ™k w 8 i* a > 
keeping these goddesses from noticing one's children 1 ° 

be aroused and they harm the child,L 

tiZZt' M,aa rk5s a,tention and risk incurrin « ,heir dread 

Despile the name Matrkas, then, and despite the [act that Hindu 
iconography usually shows them holding small children early in their 
history they represent inimical spirits who are particularly attracted to 
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small children. Although they, and goddesses like them, are described as 
being thwarted and even transformed in nature by such powerful heroes 
as Karttikeya and the Buddha, in fact the Matrkas continue to threaten 
children and must be worshiped to forestall their afflictions. 

The references to the Matrkas in the Mahabharata also make it clear 
that they were initially associated with non-Aryan, or at least non- 
Brahmanic, traditions. They are said to speak a variety of languages, to 
be dark, and to live in peripheral areas such as mountains and caves. 10 
Their association with Karttikeya in the epic, and later with Siva, rein¬ 
forces this point. Karttikeya is a deity who only enters the Brahmanic 
tradition at the time of the epic, and Siva is well known as possessing 
many non-Brahmanic attributes and tendencies. 11 

It is hard to resist the conclusion that the groups of goddesses called 
Matrkas in the Mahabharata represent the many village goddesses 
throughout India who are widely worshiped by the common people and 
who are often associated with disease or the prevention of diseases, 
especially those that afflict children. Such deities are not found in the 
Vedic pantheon but are probably indigenous to a non-Brahmanic, if not 
pre-Aryan, religious universe. The Brahman editors of the Mahabharata 
probably apprehended such goddesses with considerable suspicion. The 
epic does not yet admit a theology or mythology in which goddesses 
play a central part, and the Matrkas are depicted as dangerous, often 
malevolent, and are associated with a divine newcomer (Karttikeya) 
and peripheral geographical places. Although the Matrkas probably are 
grounded in village-goddess cults that are central to the majority of com¬ 
mon folk in India, the epic is suspicious of their powers and tends to 
emphasize their inauspicious aspects and peripheral associations. 12 


THE MATRKAS IN THE LATER TRADITION 

The popularity of the Matrkas in the postepic period (after a.d. 400) 
is attested by the many casual references to them in literary works. The 
Nafya-sdstra recommends that the Matrkas be worshiped prior to setting 
up the theater and stage for dance performances (13.66). 13 Both the 
Carudatta of Bhasa and the Mrcchakatika of Sudraka refer to offerings 
made to the Matrkas at crossroads. 14 The Harsacarita of Banabhatfa 
mentions an ascetic who dwells at an old matr-grha, a "house (or tem¬ 
ple) of the Mothers," where young nobles perform rites on behalf of the 
king's health. "There young nobles were burning themselves with lamps 
to propitiate the Mothers." 15 In the Kadambari the queen Vilasavatf 
wishes to have a son. She performs a variety of rites and resorts to 
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a nearby shrine to the Matrkas, "in whom faith was displayed by the 
people." 16 The many literary references to the Matrkas in the postepic 
period are echoed by their numerous images and by the many inscrip¬ 
tions that mention them and their temples. 17 

The number and names of the Matrkas become increasingly stan¬ 
dardized in the postepic period until a more-or-less standard list of seven 
goddesses begins to become synonymous with the Matrkas. The appear¬ 
ance of these seven goddesses is quite modified from the Matrkas of the 
epic. In the medieval period they are patterned (at least in appearance) 
on male deities of the Hindu pantheon. Furthermore, they are usually 
portrayed in mythology as combating demons who threaten the gods or 
the stability of the cosmos. Thus, in some ways, the Matrkas seem to 
have been Brahmanized and domesticated. 

Perhaps the best-known mythological account of the Matrkas in the 
medieval period is found in the third episode of the Devi-Jiiahatmya. 
There the demons Sumbha and Nisumbha, who have usurped the gods 
from their positions, are confronted in battle by the Devi. When the 
demon armies approach her, the male gods, who are watching from the 
sidelines, create saktis, female counterparts of themselves, to help the 
Devi on the battlefield. Seven such saktis are created, and in appearance 
t ey closely resemble the male gods from whom they are said to arise: 

crea ^ ec ^ ^ rorn the god Brahma, holds a rosary and water pot; 
Mahesvarl, created from Siva, is seated on a bull, holds a trident, wears 
serpent bracelets, and is adorned with the crescent moon; KaumarT, 
created from Karttikeya, rides a peacock and holds a spear; Vai^navl, 
eate from Visnu, is seated on Garuda and holds a conch, cakra 
- US ' n ^ ace ' bow, and sword; Varahl, created from the boar avatara 
ot Vi§n U , has the form of a boar; Narasimhl, created from the man-lion 
avatara of Vi§nu, has the form of a woman-lion and throws the stars 
into disarray with the shaking of her lion's mane; and AindrI, created 
t 8 °? lndr3 ' h ° lds 3 thunderbolt and is seated on an elephant 
c \\-°V Chargin 8 int0 the fra Y' ^is group of saktis, collectively called 
the Matrkas (8.38, 44, 49, 62), tears into the demon army and begins to 
slaughter them. Along with Kali (who is also called Camunda), SivadutI 
(a goddess formed from the sakti of the Devi), and the Devi herself, the 
Matrkas devastate the demons. After the battle the Matrkas dance, 
drunk with the blood of their victims (8.62). This description of the 
Matrkas is repeated with very little variation in the Devi-bhagavata- 
purana (5.28-29) and the Vatnana-purana (30). 

Despite the names, appearances, and origins of the Matrkas in the 
DevT-mahatmya and DevT-bhagavata-purana accounts, it seems clear 
that they are to be understood not primarily as the divine consorts or the 
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Varahl, one of the Matrkas. Thirteenth or fourteenth century a.d. Prata- 
paditya Pal, Nepal , Where the Gods are Young (New York: Asia Society, 1975), 
fig. 70, p. 102. Reprinted by permission of Eric D. Morse. 
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saktis of the male deities but rather as extensions or forms of the Devi 
herself. Indeed, in the later episode of the DevT-tnahatmya, after Nisum- 
bha has been killed by the Devi and her female cohorts, the demon Sum- 
bha challenges the Devi to single combat, in effect complaining about 
her many female allies. In response to his challenge, she absorbs into 
herself all the Matrkas. She refers to them as just so many of her differ¬ 
ent forms (10.2.-5). In the Vamana-purana account of the Matrka 
episode the situation is even clearer. There the Matrkas arise from the 
different parts of the Devi s body and not from the male gods at all, 
although they are described and named after the male deities (30.3-9). 

The different versions of this episode do not stress the individuality 
of the seven goddesses. By and large the seven act as a group and share 
the same characteristics: they fight ferociously and get drunk on blood. 
In the Matsya-purana the Matrkas appear in a slightly different context. 
They are created by Siva to combat the demon Andhaka, who has the 
ability to duplicate himself from each drop of blood that spills from him 
when he is wounded. 18 The Matrkas are instructed to drink up his blood 
and thus defeat him. This they gladly agree to do. Although the tradi¬ 
tional seven Matrkas are mentioned in the text at the head of the list of 
go desses, roughly 190 names are given, along with the comment that 

Purl are many erS ‘" h iS diffiCult t0 CSCape the inclusion that the 
individ 7 primariI y describing a group of goddesses whose 

in keenii mer ?K erS c are n0t si 8 nif ,| cant in themselves - This is also quite 
restriX th". , M5 ' rk5s in ,he MMhaMa. By 

wrto h ' 7 nUm “ u 7 ,hem '« male gods, the Pura„ a 

literary and mythological edition, f '" ,0 ' he malnS,ream 

acter^oT the Matrkas 7 XT 0 T*' '° modi( >' the mimical char- 
a , or me Matrkas by describing their primary rnl P ^ m - , 

S.va's) assistants in combating demons. In the Puran c ae , T ‘ 

seen as primarily fierce, effective warriors wg aCCOunts the y are 

the world by combating demons. They are und^rT^ * °! 

the Devi in her role as guardian of the cosmic order Th^ 7/"“°™ I 

bloodthirsty character of the Milrkis is not ent rely hi ld 7 ' 

counts, however, and probably testifies to the a« ,h a , !h " 7 

changed much over the centuries and are in so ' ^ X 

dangerous beings mentioned in the Mahabhima The' TV ,177 
for instance, remains in some of the P„“X' a cc„ 7 t 7 n 1 

mnhatmya also describes the Matrkas as getting dr c"' 1 ,, V \ 

their victims (8,62). ' 8 drUnk ™ the blood of 

Similarly, in the Matsya-purana account the MatrkAs at Siva's 
command, defeat Andhaka. They are described as ten-M • 
and as drinking the blood of the demons they slay. After the battle the 
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Matrkas announce that they will now proceed to devour all the gods, 
demons, and people of the world. Siva commands them not to do this, 
but they ignore him and begin a rampage of destruction. Siva summons 
Narasimha, Vi$nu's man-lion avatara, who creates a host of benign god¬ 
desses; they in turn calm down the terrible Matrkas and stop their de¬ 
struction. At the end of the episode it is said that Siva's own terrible 
form as Bhairava is enshrined with the images of the Matrkas at the 
place where this battle took place (179.8-90). 

In the Varaha-purana the Devi, who is called Vai$navl in this 
account of the creation of the Matrkas, is doing asceticism on Mount 
Mandara. At one point she loses her concentration; from her distracted 
mind are created several beautiful female attendants, who later become 
the Devi's helpmates on the battlefield when she fights demons. 
Although the Matrkas are described as lovely in this account, it is im¬ 
portant to note that they are born when the Devi loses control of her 
concentration. This suggests the Matrkas' essentially uncontrolled 
natures. Born from lack of mental control, they lack control them¬ 
selves. 21 

The malevolent nature of the Matrkas also seems clear in several 
passages from the Bhagavata-purana. When the races and species of 
beings created by Vi§nu are listed, the Matrkas are mentioned with the 
uragas, rak$asas, pisacas, bhutas, and other dangerous kinds of beings 
(2.10.37-39). 22 It is difficult not to suppose that the Matrkas, like these 
other beings, are terrible in character. Elsewhere in the Bhagavata- 
purana they are mentioned with the bhutas , dakinls, vetdlas, pretas, 
pisacas, and other malign beings as part of Siva s army (10.63.6 ff.). 
Again, from the context, it appears certain that the Matrkas are un¬ 
derstood as a dangerous group of goddesses. When Kr$na kills the 
demoness Putana, who has tried to kill the baby god by suckling him 
with her poisoned nipples, the cowherd women carry out protective rites 
to keep Kr§na safe from future harm. At the end of their rituals, they 
say: "May the Dakinls, the Jatadharls, . . . the goblins, the Matrs, 
the Pisacas, . . . etc. [and] other evil omens and calamities dreamt of, 
the slayers of the old and the young, and these and other evil spirits 
be destroyed, being terrified at the recital of the name of Vi$nu 
(10.6.27-29) . 24 

In the Vi$nudharmottara-purana, after the Matrkas defeat the 
demon Andhaka, the text dwells at length on how the evil influences of 
the Matrkas can be avoided (1.227). 25 The Varaha-purana relates them 
to vices or inauspicious emotions: "Yogisvarl is the symbol of lust, 
Mahesvarl of anger, Vai$navl of greed, Kaumarl of attachment, Brah- 
manl of pride, AindrT of jealousy, Camun^a of depravity and Varahl of 
envy" (17.33-37). 26 
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Although the Matrkas are reduced to seven, eight, or sixteen god¬ 
desses, each related to a male deity of the Hindu pantheon, and although 
they are made to serve a role supportive of the dharmic order in many 
Puranic accounts, throughout their history they remain primarily a 
group of goddesses, unspecified in number, who are inimical in nature 
and particularly dangerous to children. None of the Matrkas is signifi¬ 
cant by herself, either as an independent goddess or as the spouse or 
sakti of her male counterpart. 27 The restriction of the number of Matrkas 
and their association with male deities, then, is artificial and to some ex¬ 
tent arbitrary. The Matrkas are primarily an independent group of god¬ 
desses who have violent natures, are associated with diseases, and are 
particularly prone to afflict small children. Many local or village god¬ 
desses are also associated with diseases that afflict children, are routinely 
served with blood, and are held to have violent natures. It is quite likely 
that the Matrkas of the Hindu literary tradition beginning with the 
Mahabharata can be identified with those goddesses, who are so central 
to the religious life of most Hindu villagers. 28 
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THE MAHAVIDYAS 

The Mahavidyas (great revelations or manifestations) are a group of 
ten goddesses who are mentioned rather late in the Hindu literary tradi¬ 
tion. Although some of the goddesses in this group are individually im¬ 
portant and date back to a much earlier time (Kali, for example), the 
group as a whole seems to be a medieval iconographic and mythological 
expression of an aspect of MahadevI theology. An important point in 
MahadevI theology is the Devi's tendency to display or manifest herself 
in a great variety of forms. 1 Many myths about the Devi describe her as 
producing goddesses from different parts of her body, 2 and she often an¬ 
nounces to her petitioners that she assumes different forms at different 
times in order to maintain cosmic stability. 3 All ten of the Mahavidyas 
are often depicted in goddess temples throughout India today. They 
seem to be fairly well known to many Hindus. They do not seem to be 
individually revered when shown as a group but rather seem to repre¬ 
sent a common way of expressing the idea that the particular goddess 
who dwells in the temple takes many forms. 

The ten Mahavidyas, at least in part, are probably a Sakta version of 
the central Vai$nava idea of Vi$nu's ten avataras, who appear from time 
to time to maintain the order of dharma. Indeed, the Guhyatiguhya-tantra 
gives a list of the Mahavidyas and identifies each one with an avatara of 
Vi$nu, stating that the cwataras of Vi$nu arose initially from the different 
Mahavidyas. Kali is said to have become Kr§na, Chinnamasta to have 
become Narasimha, and so on. 4 The Devi, like Vi$nu, is understood in 
MahadevI theology to be the creator and maintainer of cosmic order. 
Indeed, one might argue that the authors of some Sakta texts extolling the 
Devi have patterned her quite self-consciously on Vi$nu himself. 5 The ten 
Mahavidyas, however, are more than a Sakta version of the Vai$nava ten 
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avataras, or at least the Mahavidyas differ significantly from the avataras 
in appearance and function. 

The origin of the ten Mahavidyas in Hindu mythology takes place 
in the context of the story of Sat! and Siva. Satis father, Dak$a, decides 
to perform a great sacrifice and invites all the inhabitants of the heavenly 
spheres to attend. The only couple he does not invite are Siva and Sati. 
Daksa does not like his son-in-law because of Siva's uncivilized habits 
and disheveled appearance and so purposely neglects to invite him to the 
sacrifice. Siva is not offended by this social slight, but his wife Sati is 
greatly insulted and announces to Siva that she will go to the sacrifice to 
disrupt it. Siva is not pleased to hear this and forbids her to attend the 
sacrifice. Sati is unable to change Siva s mind and eventually loses her 
temper. First she assumes a dreadful form, 6 and then she multiplies her¬ 
self into ten forms, the Mahavidyas: Kali, Tara, Chinnamasta, Bhuva- 
nesvarl, Bagala, Dhumavatl, Kamala, Matangi, $odasi, and BhairavL 7 

The ten forms that Sati takes are not consistently described, and 
some of the forms, such as Kali and Tara, have several manifestations. 
The following descriptions, however, are typical of the way in which 
each of the forms is described. 

Kali has a fierce countenance, is naked, dwells in the cremation 
ground, holds a severed head and a bloodied cleaver, has disheveled 

air, and sports a garland of decapitated heads and a girdle of severed 
arms. 8 


nearl Wh T T"? “ *? duded In the list of Mahavidyas, she is described as 
wear! 1Ca [, Wlth Kah - Tara is da rk, rests her left foot on a corpse, 

her ha 8er Skm r" 3 nCCklaCe ° f SCVered heads ' lau S hs terribly, has 
pregnant" * ^ St3 " ds ° n a f “"eral PY-, and is 

of S / andS ^ 3 Cremation 8 round on the copulating bodies 

and^T wifP u (SO T el,meS and Kr ^ a) ' the god of sexual lust 

fn one hand fl“ deca P lta tj d herself with a sword, which she holds 

head Three t f U , ^ 3 P ‘ atter beari ng her severed 

month, of ! ( S , bl ° 0d J SpUrt fr ° m her neck a ^ d stream into the 
3 ° f tW ° female at tendants and into the mouth of her own severed 

Bhuvanesvan is said to nourish the three worlds and is described as 
holding a pjjce of fruit in one of her four hands. Her breasts are large 
and ooze milk. She has a bright, light complexion, smiles pleasantly, and 
holds a goad and a noose. 11 

Bagala has the head of a crane, is seated on a throne of jewels, is 
yellow, and in one hand holds a club with which she beats an enemy 
while another of her hands is pulling her enemy's tongue. 12 
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Dhumavat! has a pale complexion, is tall, and has a stern, unsmiling 
expression. Dressed as a widow, she wears dirty clothes, her hair is 
disheveled, she has no teeth, her breasts are long and pendulous, she 
is afflicted with hunger and thirst, her nose is large and crooked, she 
has a quarrelsome nature, she holds a winnowing fan, and she rides a 
crow. 13 

Kamala is described as a beautiful woman of golden complexion 
who is surrounded by elephants pouring pitchers of water over her. She 
is seated on a lotus and holds two lotuses in her hands. She is in most 
respects portrayed like the goddess Laksmi, one of whose epithets, in 
fact, is Kamala. 14 

Matang! is black. Her eyes roll in intoxication, and she reels about 
like an impassioned elephant. 15 

Sodas! is a girl of sixteen with a red complexion. She is shown 
astride the prone body of Siva, with whom she is having intercourse. 
They are on a pedestal made of the gods Brahma, Vi$nu, Rudra, and 
Indra. $odas! is identified with Tripurasundar! in some lists of the 
Mahavidyas. 16 

Bhairavl (also known as Tripura Bhairav!) has a reddish complexion 
and wears a garland of severed heads, holds a rosary and a book in two of 
her four hands, and makes the signs of fearlessness and conferring 
boons with her other two hands. Her breasts are smeared with blood. 17 
In the Kalika-purdna Tripura Bhairav! is said to have eyes that roll from 
intoxication and to stand on a corpse (74.90-94). 

Siva is frightened by Satis fearful appearance and the terrible forms 
that she has assumed, which completely surround him. He gives her per¬ 
mission to go to her fathers sacrifice if she will withdraw them. In the 
Mahabhagavata-purana account Sat! takes the form of Kali, goes to her 
father's sacrifice, and then kills herself. In this account Daksa is said to 
weep at the sight of his daughter in the form of Kali, who is dark, 
naked, and disheveled (8-9). In the Madhya-khanda of the Brhaddharma- 
purana Sat! assumes her own benign form before going to the sacrifice 
(6-7). 

The mythological context of the appearance of the Mahavidyas 
makes it clear that they are meant to be fearsome deities. Even though a 
few of the goddesses who belong to this group are described as beautiful 
and unthreatening, for the most part they are formidable and fearsome. 
Furthermore, the fearsomeness of the goddesses does not seem to be 
related to upholding the cosmic order. 18 They are not described as war¬ 
riors, and the goddesses mentioned (with the exception of Kal!) are not 
known for playing the roles of warriors. In this respect the Mahavidyas 
are not mere feminine versions of the Vai$nava avataras, most of whom 
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appear precisely to defeat demons who threaten the world. In no clear 
way are the Mahavidyas said to play the role of guardians of cosmic 
order. Their primary function in the myth is to frighten Siva so that Sat! 
may have her own way. The emphasis is on their terrible appearance, 
which causes Siva to tremble and attempt to flee. 

The Mahavidyas also play the role of asserting Satis power as 
greater than that of Siva. In the context of the myth he is simply no 
match for her. By means of the Mahavidyas she overpowers him. It is 
difficult to escape the conclusion that the authors of these myths were 
trying, at least in part, to assert the superiority of the Devi over Siva 
(and by implication other male gods as well). Although the Devi plays 
the part of the gracious, submissive wife in her form as Sati, willingly 
submitting herself to her husband Siva, she contains fearsome, indepen¬ 
dent aspects that easily overwhelm Siva when they do appear. Satis 
transformation into a dreadful form, and then into several dreadful 
forms, dramatically alters the traditional myth of Sati, in which she re¬ 
mains loyal and subordinate to Siva throughout her life. These late ver¬ 
sions of the myth show Sati exerting her will over Siva, scaring him into 
submission when he resists her. 

The fearsomeness of these goddesses also seems to be related to the 
context in which they are propitiated. Most of these deities are known 
primarily m Tantric literature; even the goddess Kali, who is well known 

r P,ayS an im P° rtant P art in Tantric texts and practices, 

n the Brhaddharma-purana Sati in her dreadful form commands Siva to 
give mantras and instructions for worshiping the Mahavidyas. 1 ’ In both 
has ann COUn !i Mahabhagavata-purar,a Satf announces that she 

achieve h T f U f ° rmS S ° that her devotee s not only may 

chieve ultimate release (moksa) but may achieve desires and invoke 

rituals L P0WerS ^° V !. r ° teXtS s P ecificall Y mention mdrana, 

person slop „h„ he is do,n S ; ksobhma 2" "‘“'t * 

emotional disturbance; »h, . rituals “usiS ““T 8 f 

sciousness, or delusion; **»„„, ritual “Tufi^ u C °"' 

.. , , causing people to flee; jrm- 

bhapa. rituals causing people to yawn or become slack; and stambhana. 
rituals causing people to become paralyzed - The specific powers are 
not related to specific goddesses in the texts; it seems that these powers 
are associated with the goddesses' fearsome aspects and terrifying 
powers in general. Just as the appearance of the Mahavidyas causes Siva 
to be overcome by these various emotions, so these goddesses will sub¬ 
due, defeat, or terrify the enemies of the adept or devotee who invokes 
them. 

Although the Mahavidyas act primarily as a group in the Puranic 
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myths, terrifying Siva together, three of the Mahavidyas are important 
individually: Kali, Tara, and Chinnamasta. Kali, who is almost always 
mentioned first in lists of the Mahavidyas, has an ancient history in the 
Hindu tradition and is an important goddess in many parts of India. Her 
association with the Mahavidyas, particularly as the first in the list of 
ten, sets the tone for the rest of the goddesses, who for the most part are 
fearsome beings. Kalis appearance in this myth is typical of her appear¬ 
ance elsewhere. She appears as Satis personified wrath, just as in other 
myths she appears as the personified wrath of goddesses such as Durga 
and Parvati . 21 


TARA 

The goddess Tara does not figure prominently in the Hindu tradi¬ 
tion. Her place in Tibetan Buddhism, however, is central and quite an¬ 
cient. Her appearance in the list of the Mahavidyas can probably be 
explained, at least in part, by the religious communication that existed 
for centuries between Tibet and Bengal (where the texts that mention the 
Mahavidyas were written). Many important Buddhist missionaries to 
Tibet came from Bengal, and Buddhists continued to be mentioned in 
Bengali texts until the sixteenth century . 22 In the late medieval period, 
when such texts as the Mahdbhdgavata-purana and the Brhaddharma- 
purana were written, Tara was probably fairly well known in Bengal. 
Ramprasad Sen, the eighteenth-century Bengali devotee of Kali, often 
used the name Tara as an epithet of Kali, and it seems clear that for him 
the two goddesses were more or less the same and that he understood 
Tara to be as much a Hindu goddess as a Buddhist goddess. 

The earliest reference to Tara is found in Subandhu's Vasavadatta, 
which was probably written around the middle of the seventh century. 
The reference occurs as part of a pun and situates Tara in the context of 
Buddhist devotion. The passage reads: "The Lady Twilight was seen, 
devoted to the stars and clad in red sky, as a Buddhist nun (is devote to 
Tara and is clad in red garments)." 2Jl In Buddhist Tantric mythology 
Tara belongs to the family of the Dhyani Buddha Amoghasiddhi, but 
she is also related to the bodhisattva Avalokitesvara, who is in the fam¬ 
ily of the Dhyani Buddha Amitabha. In one account all the creatures 
lament the thought of Avalokitesvara's abandoning them as he is about 
to achieve nirvana. Hearing them, Avalokitesvara sheds a tear of com¬ 
passion for all beings. That tear becomes Tara, who is thus understood 
to be the essence of the essence of compassion . 24 As we shall see, Tara s 
essential nature in Tibetan Buddhism is that of a compassionate savior 
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who rescues her devotees from peril. Her inclusion in the Amitabha fam¬ 
ily therefore seems fitting, since both Amitabha and Avalokitesvara are 
renowned for their great compassion. 

Tibetan Buddhists know other legendary or mythological accounts 
of Tara's origin. One legend identified Tara with the wives of the first 
great Tibetan king, Songsten gampo (a.d. 617-650). The king himself is 
said to have been an incarnation of Avalokitesvara, while his Chinese 
wife is said to have been an incarnation of Green Tara and his Nepalese 
wife an incarnation of White Tara (there are several different forms of 
Tara, as we shall see). 25 Another Tibetan legend says that the Tibetan 
people arose from the union of a monkey and a rock ogress. This legend 
is ancient and pre-Buddhist in origin. By the fourteenth century, when 
Buddhism had come to dominate Tibet, however, the monkey had come 
to be identified with Avalokitesvara and the rock ogress, despite her 
lustful nature, with an incarnation of the goddess Tara. 26 What is inter¬ 
esting about these Tibetan legends is that they associate Tara with the 
ongms.of the Tibetan people and the Tibetan royal line. They affirm 
that Tara is dear to the Tibetan people in a special way. She is in a 
historical or legendary sense their queen and mother 27 

Historically, the cult of Tara in Tibetan Buddhism dates to the 

dnrpH i Ce T U K y ' ^ ‘t' T ar ° Und th<? time when Bud dhism was intro¬ 
duced to Tibet from India. Until the time of Atisa (eleventh century), 

however, the worship of Tara does not seem to have been very wide- 

T^omet 61 - Zb 3 " tr \ diti r lly aSS ° dated With b -ging thecul? of 
S a Ind hi s biographical accounts emphasize his many visions of 

Sed a series of T T? T * ^ At * a is with having trans- 

were soon circulated as a coherent cydetd^fj^ ^ ^ 
name Cheating Death." Another texf that was to ber V 

in Tibet was also brought there in the eleveX t t! ^ P ° P ^ 
madra brought to Tibet and translated the text HoT ^ 

° ne w T hkh .'» ihis kno„„ j« u,e ’" y ' 

Despite Tara s many forms and functions it sppm i . 

her extraordinary power and appeal. She is aim If™ 7" ® 

savior, as a being who specializes in spectacula^ d Y 35 3 

when her devotees call on her in dire circ um s t ,„«s'UkeDurg^“S 
is often said to rescue her devotees from such A ® ' 1 ara 

as being los. in an impenelrable foresl. foundering!^'s," f ’ red ‘ am ' ! "‘ S 
ing under threat of imminent execution, or being traoned'd^ 5 ^'^" 
prison. 31 The many folk stories about Tara show her kT • T ° Und 
at the request of her devotees to dramatically rescue themriomXTaw! 
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of certain death . 32 Tara's compassion for suffering beings, then, is re¬ 
vealed primarily in her role as the cheater of death. In this sense her chief 
blessing to her devotees is a long life, and other stories emphasize that 
regular worship of Tara brings about longevity . 33 In Tibetan monastic 
traditions, when novices are initiated into the ceremonies in honor of 
Tara, the rituals are referred to as an "initiation into life ." 34 Unlike god¬ 
desses who are associated with life as embodiments of fertility, Tara is 
approached primarily as the one who protects, preserves, and saves life. 
She is not a fertility goddess (although she does give her blessing in this 
form from time to time ) 35 but a greatly compassionate being who cannot 
tolerate the suffering of her devotees. 

Tara's devotees approach her with great love and devotion. Tibetan 
Tantric Buddhism is in many respects a heroic, fierce religion involving 
arduous spiritual exercises. Her worship introduces into it a theme of 
great tenderness. An example of this devotional tenderness is the poem 
the Cry of Suffering to Tara by the lama Lozang tenpe jets'en: 

From my heart I bow to the Holy Lady, essence of 
compassion, 

until I gain the terrace of enlightenment 

I pray you grasp me with the iron hook of your 
compassion. 

From the depths of my inmost heart and bones I 
pray to you 

think of me a little, show me your smiling face, 

loving one! grant me the nectar of your voice. 


O holy Tara! you know 

everything that I have done, 

my happiness and suffering, my good and evil: 

then think lovingly of me, my only mother ! 36 

Tara's charm and approachability are evident in her appearance 
and personality. Although she is often depicted in regal attire, she is 
usually said to be a girl of sixteen or younger. She is playful, energetic, 
and possesses a sense of humor. A modern story about her appearance 
to a young Tibetan couple whom she rescued from starvation describes 
her as follows: 
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Presently a bright light fell upon his eyes and starting up in 
alarm, he beheld Tara seated negligently on the table, swinging 
her legs like a child with more energy than she knew what to 
do with. However, even as he lept up to prostrate himself, her 
body began to glow with light. The window behind her was 
dissolved in these rays and, in its place, he saw the peak of a 
lofty hill covered with lush green grass wherein glittered 
innumerable points of light as though it were bestrewn with 
gems. Beyond and stretching to the horizon was an expanse of 
deep blue water capped by magnificent white waves which, 
breaking on the shore below, emitted rainbow-colored clouds 
of spray. These clouds, rising to the hilltop, filled the air with 
millions upon millions of glittering particles like multi-coloured 
jewels. Meanwhile, the table had become a moon disc resting 
on a huge and many-petalled lotus, whereon Tara sat, still neg- 
hgently and with the air of a young girl having fun,' but now 
clad m shining silks and golden ornaments like the daughter of 
the Emperor of the Sky. She was smiling at him with a mixture 
ot archness and contempt. 37 


hough Tara s primary appeal seems to be as the cheater of death, 
m I 7i° f T ° f lfC . andalthou g h she is Primarily popular as a charm- 
are'fferrp y °? 8 8 C ' 65 ^ 3 Variety of forms ' some of which 

ab v her ml? " "T ^ "S™ 8 * 5 fo ^ Taras, prob- 

of praise ' con,ains severai - 


Homage, Lady who annihilates 
TURE, the terrible lady, 
slaying all enemies 


the heroes 


by frowning the brows of her lotus face. 


of Mara, 


Homage, Lady who strikes the earth with her hand ' ' 
who pounds upon it with her feet h d ' 

shattering the seven underworlds 
w«h ,he sound ol H0 M mads by her f,„ wning brows 


Homage, Lady who strikes with the feet of TURF 
whose seed is the form of the syllable HOM 
shaking Mount Meru, Mandara, Kailasa 
and all the triple world. 38 
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Tara. Eleventh century a.d. Pratapaditya Pal, Nepal, Where the Gods 
are Young (New York: Asia Society, 1975), fig. 37, p. 55. Reprinted by 
permission of William H. Wolff. 
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A particularly fierce form of Tara is Tara Kurukulla. 39 She is described as 
follows: 

Homage and praise to her 
who stands in the dancing pose 
haughty with furious rage, 
who has a diadem of five skulls, 
who bears a tiger s skin. 

I pay homage to the red one, 
bearing her fangs, whose body is frightful, 
who is adorned with the five signs of ferocity, 
whose necklace is half a hundred human heads, 
who is the conqueress of Mara. 40 

Tara Kurukulla's special power lies in her ability to subjugate and 
destroy evil spirits or one's personal enemies. 41 The rituals in which 
Kurukulla is invoked involve the goddess's coming to reside in the prac¬ 
titioner himself. The rituals thus require a strong and accomplished 
a ept, for Kurukulla is a potent force. The adept dresses in red garments 
and visualizes himself taking on the form of the goddess. Then he recites 
her mantra ten thousand times. Then he makes certain offerings to her 

and asks her to subjugate the person or demon who is the object of the 
rituals. 


When these preliminaries are complete, when he has firmly 
grasped the vivid appearance and ego of the goddess, the visu- 
ahzation is ready to be performed. Light radiates forth from a 
2” ‘ he Practitioners heart and places the person to be 
subjugated, naked and with unbound hair, upon a wind man- 

into th!p Sen TT ’ u v* S, r tbe seed w ’ n d transforms 
prooels fn tT 57 * ° f l he air element , and this wind 

Sound tt n a V K PerS ° n ^ subjugated; he is bound 
around the neck by a noose radiated from the practitioner's- 

stucfinto hk h° tUS i ° Wer ' f u TOard b y an iron hook 

and laH dn' SUmm ° ned ^ tbe s ^ngth of the mantra, 

feet If lp f Pl l SS T" hlsback bef °re the practitioner's 

kullal ! P T °, f Ub,U8 ^ ted L iS male ' the text adds, Kuru- 
kulla s iron hook is stuck into h.s heart; if female it is stuck into 


Other fierce forms of Tara include Mahamaya-vijayavahini Ta¬ 
ra, Bhimadevi, who is also called the blue she-wolf, 44 and Mahaci- 
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natara. Mahacinatara (also known as Ugratara) is described in both 
Buddhist and Hindu sources. She is described in the Buddhist work 
Sddhanamala. 

The worshiper should conceive himself as (Mahacina-Tara) 
who stands in the Pratyalldha attitude, and is awe-inspiring 
with a garland of heads hanging from the neck. She is short 
and has a protruding belly, and her looks are terrible. Her com¬ 
plexion is like that of the blue lotus, and she is three-eyed, one¬ 
faced, celestial and laughs horribly. She is in an intensely 
pleasant mood, stands on a corpse, is decked in ornaments of 
snakes, has red and round eyes, wears the garments of tiger- 
skin round her loins, is in youthful bloom, is endowed with the 
five auspicious symbols, and has a protruding tongue. She is 
most terrible, appears fierce, with bare canine fangs, carries the 
sword and the Kartri in the two right hands and the Utpala and 
Kapala in the two left. Her Jatamukufa of one coil is brown 
and fiery and bears the image of Ak$obhya within it. 45 

An almost identical description of Mahacinatara is given in the Tantra- 
sdra of Kr$nananda Agamavaglsa, a seventeenth-century compilation of 
dhyana-mantras written in Bengal. Even though it is a Hindu work, the 
Tantrasdra description includes the .reference to an image of Ak$obhya 
adorning her crown. 46 

Several other Hindu Tantric texts describe Tara as fierce, and the 
goddess's appearance in these texts differs only in a few particulars from 
Kali's. Such works as the Tdrdrahasyavrttika, the Rudra-yamala , and 
the Tard-tantra describe Tara as "short of stature, bedecked with orna¬ 
ments of serpents of various colour, bearing garlands composed of fifty 
human heads, severed afresh from bodies, and bleeding freely. The devi 
stands with one foot on a dead body ... in the funeral ground." 47 Com¬ 
pleting Tara's fierce description in the Tard-tantra , in which barely any 
resemblance to the benign Tara of Tibet remains, is her delight in receiv¬ 
ing both the blood of sacrificial animals and the blood of her devotees. 
The devotees' blood, which is to be taken from specified parts of the 
body such as the forehead, hands, breast, head, or area between the 
eyebrows, is said to be far more pleasing to the goddess than the blood 
of an animal victim (5.15). Throughout the text Tara is to be worshiped 
in the context of left-handed Tantric rites, in which wine, meat, and il¬ 
licit sex play an important role. 

Tara's association with Kali in the devotional works of Ramprasad 
Sen also makes it clear that the Tara known in Hindu Bengal was a fierce 
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goddess quite different from the gentle, youthful, playful forms of Tara 
so popular in Tibet. I have a contemporary lithograph of the Ma- 
havidyas that shows Kali and Tara adjacent to each other and almost 
identical in appearance. Both are dark, nearly naked, have protruding 
tongues, hold bloodied cleavers in the upper left hand, have a garland of 
severed heads (the heads of Kali's garland are freshly cut, while the 
heads of Tara s garland are skulls), have disheveled hair, and stand or 
dance on an identical prone male body (or corpse). Tara's inclusion in 
the list of Mahavidyas thus does not seem to derive from her essential 
popularity in Tibetan Buddhism as a gentle, compassionate deity who 
cheats death. The Hindu Mahavidya Tara is modeled on Tara's fierce 
forms such as Kurukulla and Mahacinatara. 

The Hindu Mahavidya lara s association with ceremonies that ter¬ 
rify, disable, stultify, and enchant people 48 immediately brings to mind 
Tara Kurukulla's employment in rituals of subjugation in Tibetan Bud¬ 
dhism. Although the ritual context of worship of the Hindu Mahavidyas 
is not clear, it may well be that these fierce goddesses are utilized in 
ntuals similar to the ones featuring the fierce Tara Kurukulla in Tibet. 
One of the underlying assumptions of the Tara Kurukulla rituals of sub¬ 
jugation seems to be that if one wishes to exert power over another per¬ 
son, or if one wishes to protect oneself from supernatural beings, the 
most effective kind of deity one can employ is fierce and terrifying. Such 
beings as Tara Kurukulla, it seems, dramatically express the aggressive 
emotions that must accompany rituals of subjugation and also reassure 
the person seeking protection from equally fierce, hostile demons. 

*rp r Tc C3Se ' tHe CffeCt ° f thC appearance of the Mahavidyas on the 
grea god Siva is impressive. He is terrified and immediately agrees to 

that T- r h l S T e ls u subju 8 ated b y th «e goddesses in the same way 
that Tara Kurukulla subjugates enemies when properly invoked. 


chinnamastA 

Chinnamasta, like Tara, is also popular in • a -r u . n a 
dhicm In r aau- , . , popular in tantric and Tibetan Bud- 

anism. In Buddhism she is known as Vairavnoinr t u n jjf . -r t • 
fpvt c„ ji, , ., , Vd J ra y°gini. The Buddhist Tantric 

text, the badhanamala, describes her as follows: 

bv^pr°K n ''tb ; Carries V} her left hand her own head severed 
by herself with her own Kartr, held in her right hand. Her left 
hand is raised upwards while the right is placed below. She is 
nude, and her right leg is stretched while the left is bent down. 

He (the worshipper) should also meditate on the streams of 
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blood issuing from the severed body as falling into the mouth 
of the severed head and into the mouths of the two Yoginis on 
either side of her. 

He (the worshipper) should also conceive the two Yoginis to 
the left and right . . . , both of whom carry the Kartri in their 
left and right hands respectively. . . . Their left and right legs 
respectively are stretched forward, while the other legs are 
bent, and they have disheveled hair. On all sides, between the 
two Yoginis and in the firmament there is the awful cremation 
ground . 49 

The Hindu deity Chinnamasta is similarly depicted. In most Hindu 
renditions three jets of blood spurt from the cut stump of her neck. One 
jet streams into the goddess's own mouth, while the other two flow into 
the mouths of the two flanking yoginis. The goddess usually holds her 
own head on a platter, as if about to make an offering of it. Beneath the 
goddess the god Kama, personifying sexual desire, and his wife. Rati, 
are engaged in sexual intercourse, she usually on top. They are stretched 
out on a lotus, and the backdrop is often a cremation ground . 50 

Chinnamasta is probably the most dramatic, stunning represen¬ 
tation in the Hindu pantheon of the truth that life, sex, and death are 
part of an interdependent, unified system. The stark contrasts and rever¬ 
sals of what one would normally expect to see in this iconographic 
scenario—the gruesome decapitation, the copulating couple, the crema¬ 
tion ground, all arranged in a quite delicate, harmonious pattern—jolt 
the viewer into an awareness of the truth that life feeds on death, is 
nourished by death, necessitates death, and that the ultimate destiny of 
sex is to perpetuate more life, which in turn will decay and die in order 
to feed more life. As arranged in most renditions, the lotus and the 
copulating couple appear to provide a powerful life force for the god¬ 
dess, who is standing on the back of the copulating woman. The couple, 
vigorously participating in the ultimate act of affirming life, convey a 
strong, insistent, vital urge to the goddess. They pump her with energy, 
as it were. And at the top, like an overflowing fountain, her blood 
spurts from her severed neck, the life force leaving her, but streaming into 
the mouths of her devotees (and into her own mouth) to nourish and 
sustain them . 51 The cycle is starkly portrayed: life (the lovemaking cou¬ 
ple), death (the decapitated goddess), and nourishment (the flanking 
yoginis drinking her blood). 

The images of most fierce goddesses, such as Kali, show the god¬ 
dess severing the heads of others and demanding their blood as nour¬ 
ishment. The practice of sacrificing one's head to a goddess, usually 
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Durga or Kali , 52 is also often attested in Indian literature and art. The 
message (or at least one of the messages) is that the goddess, representing 
the vital forces of the cosmos, needs regular nourishment; sacrificing 
oneself to her is a way of acknowledging that one is obliged to give life 
back to her because one has received life from her. These images convey 
the truth that the goddess is ever hungry and demands blood in order to 
remain satisfied. 

The Chinnamasta image reverses these images but ultimately 
teaches the same truth. Chinnamasta is shown not taking or receiving 
the heads or blood of others but taking her own head and drinking her 
own blood. She is shown being nourished or sustained not by death (or 
sacrifice) but by the copulating couple beneath her. She is shown not 
being fed by her devotees but feeding them with her blood. Chin¬ 
namasta, however, does not teach different truths from those conveyed 
by Kali and Durga. She simply represents the alternate phase of an ever- 
recurring sequence. The cosmic process, the rhythms of creation and 
destruction, the universal economy, is a harmonious alternation of giv¬ 
ing-and taking, of life and death. Kali’s need for blood, or conversely the 
ever-fecund, ever-bountiful giving of goddesses such as Annapurna or 
Satak§I, represents only one aspect of the process of giving and taking. 
Chinnamasta, in her shocking way, presents both aspects together and 
in such a way that the viewer can grasp the interconnectedness of the 
different stages in the process. Chinnamasta takes life and vigor from the 
copulating couple, then gives it away lavishly by cutting off her own 
head to feed her devotees. Such is the way of things in a world where life 
must be sustained by organic matter, where metabolism is maintained 
only by ingesting the corpses of other beings. 

The image of Chinnamasta, like the formula of the ten Mahavidyas 
itself, does not seem to be very old. The Sadhanamala, containing a 
description of the headless VajrayoginI, probably dates to not much 
later than the twelfth century, and mention of the Hindu ten Maha¬ 
vidyas is even more recent than that . 53 It has been suggested, however, 
that Chinnamasta may have earlier prototypes in India . 54 Several ex¬ 
amples have been discovered in India of nude goddesses squatting or 
with their thighs spread to display their sexual organs. These figures, 
some very ancient, often have their arms raised above their bodies and 
are headless or faceless. Their headless condition is not the result of sub¬ 
sequent damage but an intentional part of the image. The combination 
of nudity and headlessness, it has been suggested, suffices to indicate 
that the Chinnamasta figure may have some roots in this more ancient 
figure . 55 
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These early nude figures, however, are particularly one-sided in 
what they convey. The arresting iconographic feature of these images is 
their sexual organs, which are openly displayed. If the headlessness of 
the figures suggests death, it lacks the force of the Chinnamasta icon. 
More likely, the headlessness of the nude figures simply focuses attention 
on their physiology. Although the Chinnamasta image includes an em¬ 
phasis on sexual vigor, life, and nourishment, the central theme is the 
shocking self-decapitation. 

Other nude goddess figures have been suggested as possible proto¬ 
types of Chinnamasta. One of these is the fierce, disheveled goddess 
Kotavi. Kotavi is usually associated with battlefields and is sometimes 
included among lists of the Matrkas . 56 She sometimes is an opponent of 
Vi§nu, and in the Visnu-purana (5.32-33) and Bhagavata-purana 
(10.63.20) she is described as naked, disheveled, and of such an awful 
appearance that Vi$nu has to turn his head away from her lest he become 
mcensed by her. In this myth she tries to protect the demon Banasura, 
who is her son in the Bhagavata-purana account. Although descriptions 
o Kotavi emphasize her nudity and her wild appearance, she seems very 

fI 1 plH rent . m .u haraCter fr ° m Chinnamasta - Her typical haunt is the battle- 
eld not the cremation ground (although both are places of death), 

d "ti! SeemS . t0 b ' 3 HerCe demoness whos e primary role is to terrify or 
“r 1 " Udn u g battle ‘ Her CharaCter is usuall Y malevolent, 
*maSeT “ Cl,araC,er - aUh ° U8h <o 

and d,a S rac!er I r„ d K n . hU "“i 8 8 °1 d ' !S Ca "' d Kottavai is i" name 

“ 'T' bI “ d,hira V. and wild. Again, i, 

goddess that inspired Chinnamasta.”T n h* ‘T ^ 

j n. i iwari sums up her nature. 

worshipped^oddess'ofbdie 5 anden^'lDravkiian^ "j 05 * ™ ide,y 
essentially a eoddpcc of an people. She was 

South India who invoked her foT^aeTs^OTSe''"^"'^i' °' 

E* A , s P~n ?he S Ta?S 

character of Korravai who ** ^ e ement of fertility in the 
and victory . 58 ’ remains primarily a goddess of war 

decapitation ^MTth^viwe^Va'it’enH^Sh?”' 8 '' 11 ’' beCaUSe her sdf ‘ 

w„ ot s s , he h doe d - 

mended „?Ta V °' e ' S ' AI,h °“Sh Tiwari is to be com¬ 

mended for drawing our attention the nude, squatting goddesses and 
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to the naked, fierce goddesses Kotavi and Korravai, for each of whom 
he gives a thorough description from many and differing sources, none 
of the figures seems to be overwhelmingly similar to Chinnamasta. 
There are. many goddesses and demonesses in the Hindu tradition who 
haunt battlefields, are nude, are fierce and bloodthirsty in nature, or 
have a clear association with fertility. Chinnamasta, however, seems 
to be the only goddess who decapitates herself in order to nourish her 
devotees. 

Although Chinnamasta is easily recognized by most Hindus and 
although her image, along with the other Mahavidyas, is fairly common 
in goddess temples, she is not popularly worshiped by most Hindus. She 
is almost always associated with heroic, Tantric religious practice. The 
only temple dedicated to Chinnamasta that I have been able to locate 
is in the courtyard of a large Durga temple in Ramnagar across the 
Ganges River from Banaras. The priests at the Durga temple told me 
that the temple had been established by a Tantric sadhu and that the 
people who worshiped the image were primarily Tantrics in pursuit of 
siddhis or supernatural powers. 
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EARTH AS A GODDESS/INDIA AS A GODDESS 

An important aspect of the reverence for the divine feminine in the 
Hindu tradition is an awe for the sacrality of the land itself and for the 
Indian subcontinent as a whole. The most ancient expression of this in 
the Hindu tradition is found in the Rg-veda and its several hymns that 
praise the goddess Prthivi. It is clear that the hymns to Prthivi are 
grounded in reverence for the awesome stability of the earth itself and 
the apparently inexhaustible fecundity possessed by the earth. 1 When 
Prthivi is described, characterized, or otherwise praised, the earth itself 
is usually the object of the hymn. Prthivi is the earth in a literal sense as 
much as she is a goddess with anthropomorphic characteristics. 

An underlying implication of perceiving the earth as a great and 
powerful goddess is that the world as a whole, the cosmos itself, is to be 
understood as a great, living being, a cosmic organism. This idea is ex¬ 
pressed in the central creation myth of the Brahmanas, which feature the 
deity Prajapati. The world was created, according to this scenario, when 
1 rajapati undertook great austerities and subsequently released his im¬ 
mense stored-up energy. 2 This great vigor became the underlying sub¬ 
stance of the world, pervading it with life and energy. The aim of Vedic 
scicnfiaa! ritual in the context of this myth is to reconstitute, replenish, 
rebuild, or re.nvigorate Prajapati by gathering his dispersed energy. By 
g3 henng, nurturing, and feeding Agni (who is identified with Praja¬ 
pati s released power), the participants in these rites understand that 
ey are renewing Prajapati. Vedic rituals therefore become part of an 
ongoing eye e in which Prajapati creatively releases his ascetic power 3 
into the world and is then continually renourished in the sacrificial cult. 4 

The idea of the earth as a personified goddess and the idea that the 
cosmos as a whole is a living being persist and are central in later Hindu 
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mythology. PrthivI continues to be mentioned in medieval mythological 
texts, and reverence for BhudevI (whose name literally means "'the god¬ 
dess who is the earth") becomes an important aspect of Vai§oavite my¬ 
thology and iconography. When BhudevI complains that she is being 
oppressed by a certain demon, Vi$nu, attentive to the welfare of the 
earth, assumes the appropriate form and rescues the earth from her 
predicament. 5 Iconographically it is common to see Vi$nu flanked by 
Srl-Lak§ml on one side and BhudevI on the other. 6 BhudevI s primary 
role in medieval mythology, however, does not seem to be as the under¬ 
lying, stable, broad ground that supports all creatures or as the source of 
inexhaustible fertility. These aspects of the earth, expressed in early 
hymns to PrthivI, are found in other goddesses, such as Sakambharl, 
Lak§ml, and the Mahadevl. 7 Bhudevl's primary role is that of an injured 
supplicant who is being oppressed by wicked rulers. 8 

Texts extolling the Mahadevl contain many examples of her identi¬ 
fication with the world or the cosmos. The Mahadevl is often identified 
with prakrti, primordial matter or nature (see chapter 9 above). 9 The 
stuff of creation, the basic matter of the world, is affirmed to be a divine 
being. In the DevT-mahatmya the world is said to be filled by her (11.5); 
she is said to constitute every created thing (11.6): In the Devi-bhaga- 
vata-purana she is said to be present everywhere in the universe, from 
Brahma to each blade of grass (1.9.31-32). The Devi herself proclaims to 
Vi§nu that everything that is seen is she (1.15.52). At the time of the 
dissolution the Devi is said to withdraw the world into her womb and 
then to exist as the seed of the universe until the next creation, when she 
grows and blossoms forth (3.3.54-55). She is said to appear in the form 
of the universe. As a spider weaves its web, the Devi creates the universe 
out of her own body (3.4.41; 4.19.10). In the Lalita-sahasranama she is 
called she whose form is all (Sarvamayl, 203), she whose body is matter 
(K§etrasvarupa, 341), she who is the world (Jadatmika, 419), she whose 
womb contains the universe (Visvagarbha, 637), and she whose form is 
all existing things (Bhumarupa, 666). She is also called Mahl (718) and 
Dhara (955), two common names for the earth. 

The identification of the Devi with matter, the earth, or the cosmos 
is often expressed by identifying parts of the world with parts of her 
body. The DevT-bhagavata-purana calls the earth the Devi's loins 
(5.8.72). The same text speaks of the oceans as her bowels, the moun¬ 
tains as her bones, the rivers as her veins, and the trees as her body hair. 
The sun and moon are her eyes, and the nether worlds are said to be her 
hips, legs, and feet (7.33.21-41). 10 Somadeva's Yasastilaka describes the 
goddess Aparajlta as having the stars for pearls in her hair, the sun and 
moon for eyes, the heavenly rivers as her girdle, and Mount Meru as her 
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body. 11 In a Gupta inscription Kumaragupta is said to rule over the 
whole earth, whose "marriage-string is the verge of the four oceans; 
whose large breasts are (the mountains) Sumeru and Kailasa; [and) 
whose laughter is the full-blown flowers showered forth from the 
borders of the woods." 12 

The image of the earth, or at least of India, as a great goddess in the 
Gupta inscription is part of a Gupta ideology that was inspired to a great 
extent by Vai^nava mythology and theology. The Gupta rulers saw 
themselves as divine instruments of Visnu, the cosmic king. Like Visnu 
they understood themselves as protecting the earth and cosmic stability 
in general. The boar avatara of Visnu, who rescues the earth by diving 
into the primordial waters where she has been taken by a demon and 
raising her up on his tusk, 13 was particularly popular among the Guptas 
and probably represented a mythological model that expressed their 
understanding of their political role. 14 

The fundamental conviction that the earth itself, or the Indian sub¬ 
continent itself, is a goddess, indeed, that she is one s mother, pervades 
the modern cult of Bharat Mata (Mother India), in which all Indians are 
called sons or children of India and are expected to protect their mother 
without regard for personal hardship and sacrifice. One of the earliest 
and probably still the most popular literary expressions of this theme is 
Bankim Chandra Chatterjee's novel Anandamath, written in the late 
nineteenth century when the Indian independence movement was begin¬ 
ning to become powerful. The novel is set in Bengal in the late eigh¬ 
teenth century during a great famine. The action centers around a con¬ 
flict between a band of militant Hindu ascetics and the Muslim rulers of 
Bengal (and eventually their British allies). The ascetics have renounced 
wealth, prestige, and even their families to devote themselves to the ser¬ 
vice and freedom of their motherland, Bengal. They are worshipers of 
Vi$nu's man-lion avatara , a particularly ferocious aspect of the divine, 
while at the same time being devoted to the mother, who is worshiped in 
concrete form in images of Durga and Kali. 15 In the context of the novel 
it is clear that it is not Durga herself, or Kali herself, who is the object of 
reverence on the part of the ascetics (and the author). Kali s image is 
interpreted as the present condition of the mother; that is, the mother, 
under the domination of foreigners, has become naked, poor, and 
disheveled. Mahendra, the hero of the work, is told as he gazes on her 
image that the severed arms that adorn her waist as a girdle are the arms 
of devotees who will have to be sacrificed before the mother can be freed 
from her foreign yoke. 10 For purposes of the novel. Kali's appearance 
naked, disheveled, and in disarray—becomes a symbol of the present 
condition of the motherland: a place of sickness, death, poverty, and 
exploitation. 
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The band of ascetics are known as the children, and their battle cry 
is "hail to the mother" (bande mataram). All of the children have vowed 
to serve the mother and have sworn not to return to their families until 
she is saved . 17 When the hero, Mahendra, asks who this mother is, he 
receives this explicit answer from one of the leaders of the children: " 'We 
own no other mother/ retorted Bhavananda; 'they say, "the mother and 
the land of birth are higher than heaven/' We think the land of birth 
to be no other than our mother herself. We have no mother, no father, 
no brother, no wife, no child, no hearth or home, we have only got the 
mother.' " 18 

Bhavananda elaborates his answer to Mahendra's question by sing¬ 
ing a hymn in praise of the mother, which is clearly a hymn of praise to 
the motherland. This hymn became known as the "Bande Mataram" and 
was very popular during the independence movement in India. 

Hail thee mother! To thee I bow! 

Who with sweetest water o'erflows 
With dainty fruits is rich and endowed 
And cooling whom the south wind blows; 

Who's green with crops as on her grow; 

To such a mother down I bow! 

With silver moon beams smile her nights 
And trees that in her bloom abound 
Adorn her; and her face doth beam 
With sweetest smiles, sweet's her sound! 

Joy and bliss she doth bestow; 

To such a mother down I bow. 

Resounding with triumphal shouts 
from seventy million voices bold 
With devotion served by twice 
As many hands that ably hold 
The sharp and shining rapier bold, 

—Thou a weakling we are told! 

Proud in strength and prowess thou art 
Redeemer of thy children thou; 

Chastiser of aggressive foes; 

Mother, to thee thy child I bow. 

Thou are knowledge, thou my faith, 

Thou my heart and thou my mind. 

Nay more, thou art the vital air 
That moves my body from behind. 
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Of my hands thou are the strength. 

At my heart devotion thou. 

In each temple and each shrine. 

To thy image it is we bow. 

Durga bold who wields her arms 
With half a score of hands, 

The science-goddess, Vani too. 

And Lakshmi who on lotus stands,— 

What are they but, mother, thou. 

To thee in all these forms I bow! 

To thee! Fortune-giver, that art 
To fault unknown, beyond compare. 

Who dost with sweetest waters flow 
And on thy children in thy care 
Dainty fruits dost rich bestow. 

To thee, mother, to thee I bow! 

To thee I bow, that art so green 
And so rich bedecked; with smile 
Thy face doth glow; thou dost sustain 
And hold us—still unknown to guile! 

Hail thee mother! To thee I bow! 19 

Independent India still cultivates this theme of the motherland 
as a goddess. The Indian national anthem, composed by Rabindranath 
Tagore and first sung in 1911 at the Indian National Congress in Cal¬ 
cutta, is in the same vein as Chatterjee's "Bande Mataram. 

Thou art the ruler of the minds of all people. 

Dispenser of India's destiny. 

Thy name rouses the hearts of Punjab, Sind, Gujarat 
and Maratha, 

Of Dravida and Orissa and Bengal. 

It echoes in the hills of Vindhyas and Himalayas, 
mingles in the music of Jamuna and Ganges 
and is chanted by the waves of the Indian Sea. 

They pray for thy blessings and sing thy praise. 

The saving of all people waits in thy hand. 

Thou dispenser of India's destiny. 

Victory, victory, victory to thee. 20 

Concrete expressions of this reverence for India as a feminine deity 
are not difficult to find in modern India. In Banaras, the spiritual capital 
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of Hinduism, there is a temple dedicated to Bharat Mata. Inside the tem¬ 
ple, in the place where there would ordinarily be an anthropomorphic 
image of the goddess, there is a large, colored relief map of the Indian 
subcontinent. It is to this large map that pilgrims show reverence. 21 In¬ 
sofar as the nation-state represents, is identified with, or is associated 
with the land itself, it is due reverence. For the land itself is a sacred, 
nourishing, redemptive presence to those who are born from it and are 
nourished by it. 


THE SAKTA P'lTHAS 

The myth and cult of the Sakta pithas is another vivid expression of 
the Hindu intuition that the Indian subcontinent itself is a goddess. India 
is covered with sacred places associated with prominent geographical 
features of the country. Mountains, hills, rivers, caves, and other sites 
having some geographical or natural peculiarity are often affirmed to 
possess sacred power or to be places where one may make contact with 
the divine. These sites are usually called tirthas, a term that means a 
place where one fords a river. The term is significant in regard to sacred 
places m two senses: (1) it indicates that rivers themselves are often the 
site of sacred power, and (2) such places are sites where one may cross 
over from the realm of the profane to the sacred, from the human to the 
divine, from this world to another world." In many cases these sites are 
associated with deities who are well known in the Hindu tradition and 
who have an elaborate mythology and cult independent of the sacred 
site m question. In other cases it seems that the object of sacrality, that 
which lends the site power, is the place itself and not so much the deity 
who is associated with the place. 23 

While it is difficult to establish historically how a given site has 
become popular as a sacred place it seems clear that in many cases an 

Z"IT™ .f ° graphical P la « itself was crucial in distin- 

gu shing it- Arduous pilgrimages to remote sites where the central 
religious nte is to bathe in the waters of a poo l or river, enter a cave, or 
have a view of some geographical feature indicate that the great attrac- 
>on of many sacred places is tied to the geography of the place. Although 
emP es are often found in such places, the environment rather than the 
temple itself is usua ly the object of the pilgrim. The temple simply 
serves to mark, specify, or objectify the sacrality of the local geography, 
i he temple does not enhance the sacrality of the place so much as the 
place enhances the sacrality of the temple. 

Underlying the extraordinary number of sacred sites associated with 
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geographical places in India seems to be the intuition that the land, the 
earth, or the Indian subcontinent itself is an immense source or reposi¬ 
tory of sacred power. Looking at a map of the Indian subcontinent on 
which only the most famous sacred places are marked, we see that India 
bubbles with sacrality in every region . 25 To a great extent these many 
tirthas, which are associated with Hindu mythology and epic history, 
have given India its sense of cultural and historical unity. India has rarely 
been under central rule. For the most part she has been ruled by several 
competing kingdoms. The sacrality of the land itself, rather than a uni¬ 
fied political tradition, has cultivated among most Hindus the strong 
sense of Mother India. 


The whole of India's sacred geography, with its many ffr- 
thas —those inherent in its natural landscape and those sanctified 
by the deeds of gods and the footsteps of heroes—is a living 
geography. As such it has been central for the shaping of an In¬ 
dian sense of regional and national unity. The recognition of 
India as sacred landscape, woven together north and south, 
east and west, by the paths of pilgrims, has created a powerful 
sense of India as Bharat Mata—Mother India . 26 


Many sacred sites are specifically associated with, identified with, 
or presided over by a goddess. The pervasiveness of sites sacred to god¬ 
desses is suggested by the number of towns and villages that have names 
associated with different goddesses. 


... in this vast country, holy resorts of the goddess are in¬ 
numerable and the popularity of her cult is proved,even in the 
place-names of India. Referring to the Pan jab region Prof. 
Niharranjan Ray observed: "Very few people pause to consider 
this social phenomenon, or to consider the significance of such 
toponyms in these regions as, for instance, Ambala which is 
derived from Amba, one of the many names of Durga, Chan¬ 
digarh which is named after Candi, . . . Kalka which is a 
vulgarisation of Kalika, Simla which is Syamala Devi in its 
anglicised version. A careful and close look at the postal direc¬ 
tories of the Punjab, Hariyana and Himachal would yield a 
long list of such toponyms from which one may draw ones 
own conclusion. Besides, throughout these regions one still 
finds a countless number of small, lowly shrines with all but 
shapeless or crude forms placed on their altars, which worship¬ 
pers, lowly village folks, describe as Manasa, Candi, Kali, 
Nayna, Durga, etc ." 27 
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Many of these sites associated with goddesses are called pithas, 
"seats/' Why the term pltha is used for those sites in preference to the 
more traditional and common term tirtha is not entirely clear. Pltha is 
preferred, perhaps because it tends to emphasize the rootedness of the 
goddesses associated with these places. Many of the goddesses are pre¬ 
eminently tied to the locales in which they are worshiped. They are per¬ 
ceived to be not so much transcendent, heavenly beings as beings whose 
power is firmly grounded in the earth itself. It may be, too, that the term 
pltha is appropriate to those aspects of Devi theology which emphasize 
her association with the earth itself and her motherly nature, which casts 
her in the role of an ever-present, nurturing presence. Perhaps the point 
of the term is to emphasize that the Devi is to be understood as firmly 
located in this world, both in the sense of being identified with it and in 
the sense of being oriented toward such worldly concerns of her devotees 
as fertility, well-being, and long life . 28 While the term tirtha has conno¬ 
tations of crossing from this world to another world, the term pltha con¬ 
notes a fixed point, and by extension the fixedness of the goddesses 
worshiped at these sites. 


Sometime in the medieval period an attempt was made to affirm the 
basic unity of all pithas sacred to goddesses. 29 The assumption behind 
t is attempt was that the MahadevI underlies all the particular manifes¬ 
tations of goddesses residing at the many pithas. Mythologically this 
idea was expressed by adding an episode to the myth of Satis self- 
estruction at Dallas sacrifice. In the expanded version of the myth Siva 

h/rllf H Dak l aS Sa u rifiC L e h J aving received the news that Sati has killed 
S™- He P £ ks . up he ; bod y and ' racked with grief, begins to wander 
the cosmos. He is so distraught by Satis death and so grieved by the 

ST hCr , £° rpSe i hat he completely ignores his divine respon- 

is called nno T 8 7 d u ne threaten the Stabilit y of the world. Vi$nu 
. ca ed upon to remedy the situation. He enters Satis body by yoga or 

else slices pieces of her body off bit by bit, but in one way or another he 

disposes of her body a bit at a time - When Siva discovers that Satis 

body is gone, he recovers his divine composure and stops grieving. 

established^The n "T ^ ^ P ‘ aces called ^as Le then 

“ d „ ( 0( pnhm varies (rom 4 “ ™ - «>- 


• • s ac ^° unts ° {thls m y th and in most lists of the pithas, Satis 
yoni !s said to have fallen and been enshrined at Kamagiri in the region 
of Kamarupa m Assam where the goddess is worshiped as Kamakhya. 
Although goddess worship is undoubtedly ancient in this part of India- 
and although KamarQpa is mentioned in the Allahabad pillar inscription 
of Samudragupta (middle of the fourth century), the present temple of 
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Kamakhya near Gauhati does not date beyond the sixteenth century. In 
the seventeenth century the Ahom kings of Assam encouraged the wor¬ 
ship of Kamakhya on a grand scale, and her centrality in the pitha my¬ 
thology probably originates around this time. In the Kamakhya temple 
at Kamagiri, the central image of the goddess is a yoni carved in stone 
and smeared with red paste symbolizing blood . 33 Rituals are done at the 
temple each month to signify the Devls menstruation. This famous cen¬ 
ter of goddess worship, in short, reveres and enshrines a sacred place 
that is affirmed to be the creative orifice of a goddess whose larger body 
is the earth itself or at least the local mountain and region. 

According to this myth, then, the Indian subcontinent has been 
sacralized by the remains of Satl. India is in effect her burial ground . 34 
The subcontinent is sown with the pieces of Satis body, which make the 
land especially sacred . 35 The myth also stresses that the numerous and 
varied pit has and goddesses worshiped at them are part of a larger, uni¬ 
fied whole. Each pitha represents a part of Satis body or one of her or¬ 
naments ; 36 taken together, the pithas found throughout India constitute 
or point toward a transcendent (or, perhaps better, a universally imma¬ 
nent) goddess whose being encompasses, underlies, and unifies the In¬ 
dian subcontinent as a whole. In short, the Indian subcontinent is the 
goddess Satl. 

Although the myth speaks of the dismemberment of Satl's corpse, 
the emphasis at the pithas is not on the worship of Satis relics but on 
the worship of living goddesses, who are all understood as manifesta¬ 
tions of the living Mahadevl. The point is not so much that India is the 
reliquary of the Devi's corpse as it is that India is the Devi's living body. 
The myth provides a vantage point from which the many local and 
regional goddess cults throughout India may be understood as part of a 
larger, unified vision in which each act of devotion to a local goddess 
becomes an act of reverence to the divinity of India as a whole. 


THE GANGES AND THE SACRALITY OF RIVERS 

Geographical sacrality in the Hindu tradition is also dramatically 
expressed in the reverence shown to almost every river of the Indian 
subcontinent. This reverence extends all the way back to the Rg- 
veda, where the idea is expressed that earthly rivers have their origin 
in heaven. In the Rg-veda the Sarasvatl River is praised as a mighty 
goddess who blesses her devotees with health, long life, and poetic inspi¬ 
ration . 37 The earthly Sarasvatl River is said to be only a partial manifes¬ 
tation of the goddess Sarasvatl, for she is said to exist in heaven as well 
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as on earth. The earthly river is an extension or continuation of divine 
waters that flow from heaven to earth. In Rg-vedic cosmology the crea¬ 
tion of the world or the process of making the world habitable is 
associated with the freeing of the heavenly waters by Indra. Indra's 
enemy Vrtra is said to have withheld these waters, thus inhibiting crea¬ 
tion. When Indra defeats Vrtra the waters rush onto the earth like 
mother cows eager to suckle their young (10.9). The rivers of the earth 
are therefore seen as being necessary to creation and as having a heav¬ 
enly origin. They are brought to earth by the heroic act of a god who 
defeats a demon who has hoarded the waters and kept them from fer¬ 
tilizing and nourishing the earth in the form of rivers. 38 

Reverence for rivers in the Hindu tradition is nowhere more intense 
than in the case of the Ganges. Like the Sarasvatl River in the Vedic tra¬ 


dition, the Ganges is said to have its origin in heaven. Many myths con¬ 
cerning the descent of the Ganges to earth emphasize this point. The 
oldest and probably best known concerns the restoration of the sixty 
thousand sons of King Sagara. According to this myth, Sagara's sons 
were dull-witted and impetuous, and while searching the world for their 
father s sacrificial horse they insulted and disturbed the tranquillity of 
the great sage Kapila. In anger, Kapila burned them all to ashes with the 
fire that he had generated as the result of his great austerities. Sagara's 
escendants, despite their piety and ascetic efforts, were unable to restore 

J17 nC T ated forefathers untiI the saint *y and mighty Bhaglratha, the 

kinSf 6 ‘ 8reat " 8randS ° n ° f Sagara ' underto °k the task. Giving his 

to do h P ° VCr 3 . trUSte l mini L Ster ' Bha §^tha went to the Himalayas 

cemurie!T he had mortified himself for 

would descend r 8 r aPPeared in b ° dily form and granted his wish: she 

break her m?I ° n ^ S ° meone ~uld be found to 

ak her mighty fall, which otherwise would destroy the earth itself 

taveZ P ZTrT *7 r ve \ a !T sot 4a. 

icaveniy river descended to earth her mi^h h, c-ji c L , , £• * 

massive tangle ol hair. In his hair she WcLfn .7, y 

streams, each of which flowed ,o a different reTioo t n j m 
tified that arpa u or • i region of earth and sanc- 

to India and und Rh nC !^ a er Y emerged from Siva's hair and came 

ashes of Saeara^ agirat a ® 8 . Uldance cut a channel to where the 
asnes ot bagara s sons were piled. Moistened u , i i c 

the sivtv iviuiscenea by her waters, the souls of 

me sixty thousand sons were pur f ed and freed ^ . , , , . . 

nev in ike i„ £ .. . c , F , a treed t0 undertake thejr jour- 
ney to the land of their fathers, where thev mnM u a i u a u 

their descendants- V U ’ d be duly hon ° red by 


Other accounts of the Ganges' descent feature Vi 5 nu and some- 
imes Kr ? na. After assuming his dwarf avatara to trick the demon Bali, 
Vi?nu strides across the cosmos to appropriate it for the gods. On his 
third stride his foot strikes the vault of heaven and breaks it. The Ganges 
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River pours through the hole and eventually finds its way to earth. Fall¬ 
ing on Mount Meru, the cosmic axis, the Ganges divides into four parts, 
and as it flows onto the four world continents it purifies the world in 
every direction/ 0 In some versions of the myth the god Brahma, who is 
said to hold the heavenly Ganges in his water pot, pours the Ganges on 
Vi$nu's foot when it stretches into the heavenly sphere. 41 In still other 
versions of the myth Vi$nu becomes liquified when he hears a particu¬ 
larly sublime song sung in his praise, and in this form he enters Brahma's 
water pot, which contains the Ganges, and thus sacralizes her. 42 

In one way or another, these myths about the Ganges' coming to 
earth stress the river's heavenly origin, her essentially divine nature, and 
her association with the great male deities Brahma, Vi$nu, and Siva. 
Spilling out of heaven from Vi$nu's foot, containing Vi$nu's liquified 
essence according to some myths, and falling onto Siva's head, where 
she meanders through his tangled locks, the mighty Ganges appears in 
this world after having been made more sacred by direct contact with 
Vi$nu and Siva. The river then spreads the divine potency of these gods 
into the world when she flows onto the earthly plane. She gives their 
sacred presences to the earth in liquid form. 43 The myths make clear that 
the earthly Ganges is only a limited part of the cosmic river that flows in 
heaven and descends to other regions and worlds as well as this one. As 
mighty as the Ganges appears here, the earthly river is only a limited 
aspect of a reality that transcends this world. The Ganges, these myths 
insists, points beyond itself to a transcendent, cosmic dimension that 
locates the source of the river in a divine sphere. 

Another important theme in the reverence for rivers in Hinduism is 
the purifying quality of rivers and of running water in general. The 
purity-conscious Hindu social system, in which pollution is inevitably 
accumulated in the course of a normal day, prescribes a ritual bath as 
the simplest way to rid oneself of impurities. This act consists of little 
more than pouring a handful of cold water over one's head and letting it 
run down one's body. Moving, flowing, or falling water is believed to 
have great cleansing power; a mere sprinkling of water over one s head 
or a dip in a stream is sufficient to remove most kinds of daily pollution 
accumulated through normal human intercourse with those in a state 
less pure that one's own. 44 Like fire, the other great natural purifying ele¬ 
ment in Hinduism, 45 water is affirmed to contain intrinsic powers of 
purification, particularly when in motion. 

The most awesome manifestations of moving water in the Hindu 
context are the great rivers of the Indian subcontinent. Ever moving, 
ever the same, apparently inexhaustible, such rivers as the Jumna, Cau- 
very, Narmada, Brahmaputra, and Ganges are revered in particular for 
their great purifying powers. The myths concerning the heavenly origin 
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of such rivers as the Ganges make the point that the mighty rivers of In¬ 
dia are in essence uncontaminated by the impurities of the world, that 
they arise and for the most part flow in celestial realms before falling to 
earth. Once descended to earth, however, these same rivers literally 
wash away the accumulated impurities of the realms they traverse. As 
a handful of water sprinkled over a person's head cleanses that person, 
so the river cleanses the entire world when she falls on Mount Meru. The 
Ganges, Jumna, Cauvery, and countless other rivers and streams are 
understood to perform a continuous, gracious process of purifying the 
earth and her inhabitants. 

The physical evidence of this continuous process of purification is 
the clarity of a river's swiftly flowing source compared to its broad, 
sluggish, murky mouth before it enters the sea. A river may take on an 
increasingly impure appearance the farther it travels from its source. 
Rivers like the Ganges are nevertheless held to be equally purifying from 
source to mouth. While the source of the Ganges and the place where it 
breaks out of the mountains onto the plains are important pilgrimage 
sites, the lower Ganges also has many places of great sanctity. Banaras 
itself, perhaps the most sacred site in all of India, is far downstream on 
the Ganges. Though great removers of pollution, the rivers remain un¬ 
contaminated by what they remove, staying ever pure, ever potent, ever 
gracious to all those who come to them for purification. 

Although all rivers are revered as removers of pollution, the Ganges 
is preeminent among India's rivers as a purifying power. Hymns extoll¬ 
ing the Ganges repeatedly emphasize the miraculously purifying powers 
of her waters. The Agni-purana says that the river makes those regions 
she flows through into sacred ground, that bathing in her waters is an 
experience similar to being in heaven, that those afflicted with blindness 
and other ailments become like gods after bathing in her waters, that the 
Ganges has made pure thousands of impure people who have seen, 
touched, or drunk her waters. 46 To die while being immersed in the 
Ganges results in moksa, final spiritual liberation. Being brushed by 
a breeze containing even a drop of Ganges water erases all sins accumu¬ 
lated over lifetimes. 47 In the Brhaddharma-purana a sinful king is said to 
have been spared an untimely death because he lived for a while with a 
merchant who used to bathe in the Ganges. 48 The Mahabhagavata - 
purana tells the story of a robber who, though sent to hell after death, 
was subsequently sent to Siva's heaven because his flesh was eaten by 
a jackal who had drunk Ganges water (74). 

In the Gupta and early medieval periods it was common for the per¬ 
sonified images of the Ganges and Jumna to flank the doorways of tem¬ 
ples. 49 The Ganges' role as threshold figure in these periods probably had 




192 


GODDESSES AND SACRED GEOGRAPHY 


to do with both her (and the Jumna's) purificatory powers. The Ganges' 
heavenly origin and descent to the earth made her an intermediary be¬ 
tween the earthly and heavenly realms. She is a continuous, liquid link 
between the two worlds. Her location at the thresholds of temples was 
appropriate in that she connected and formed a transition between the 
worlds of men and gods. Her position at the doorways of temples prob¬ 
ably also indicated her role as remover of pollution. Before entering the 
sacred realm of the gods, which a temple represents, devotees should 
cleanse themselves of worldly impurities. Crossing the threshold of a 
temple flanked by images of the goddesses Ganga and Yamuna, devotees 
probably were symbolically cleansed in the purificatory waters of these 
rivers. 

The Ganges location as a tnreshold figure in medieval temples also 
suggests the threshold function of the physical Ganges River (and other 
rivers). The most common name for a sacred place in Hinduism is tir- 
tha ' which means a P lac e for crossing over from one place to another, 
especially a place for crossing a river, a fording place. As applied to 
sacre p aces the term signifies a place at which one may cross from one 
plane of reality to another, in particular, a place where one can cross 
from the earthly plane to the divine plane, or from the limited human 
sphere to the unconditioned divine sphere. As a sacred place, as a tirtha, 
the Ganges is prototypical. Her waters are affirmed to orginate in 
neaven and to flow in a continuous stream into the earthly sphere. The 
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India to die on the banks of the Ganges there. 54 The Ganges is under¬ 
stood to be a particularly accessible bridge from one mode of being to 
the other, a sure crossing point in the difficult transition from life to 
death or from bondage to liberation. 

Another strong and widespread belief in India is that having their 
ashes or bones thrown into the Ganges guarantees the dead a safe jour¬ 
ney to the realm of the ancestors. Against this background the story of 
the redemption of Sagara's sons makes sense. Cursed to eternal banish¬ 
ment from the realm of the ancestors, the souls of Sagara's sons can only 
reach the goal of the dead by means of contact with the Ganges, which 
provides them a special route to heaven. In this role the Ganges is 
known especially by the epithet Svarga-sopana-sarani (she who is a 
flowing staircase to heaven). 55 Pious Hindus make a pilgrimage to 
various points on the banks of the Ganges to cast the ashes of their 
ancestors and kin onto the waters of the Ganges so that they, like the 
sons of Sagara, will be ensured a successful transition to the realm of the 
dead. Just as the mighty waters of the Ganges are envisioned in Hindu 
cosmology as continuously descending from heaven to earth, so a con¬ 
tinuous procession of souls is ascending the Ganges to transcendent 
realms. 56 

The Ganges as the surest access between the worlds of the living 
and the dead is also seen in sraddha and tarpana rituals, which are per¬ 
formed in honor of ancestors. These rites frequently stipulate Ganges 
water as desirable. The intention of these rites is to nourish the ances¬ 
tors, the pitrs, in the heavenly sphere. The use of Ganges water may be 
understood both as nourishing the ancestors directly and as representing 
the means by which the other offerings to the ancestors will reach the 
desired realm. The use of Ganges water guarantees the efficacy of the 
rites by making the Ganges present as a tTrtha, a crossing point from the 
world of the living to the world of the dead. 

A particularly strong motif in reverence to the Ganges is her pres¬ 
ence to her devotees as a mother. Ganga Ma, "Mother Ganges," is prob¬ 
ably the river's most popular epithet. Like a mother or as a mother the 
Ganges is here in the world to comfort her children. She is tangible, ap¬ 
proachable, and all-accepting. All who approach her for comfort and 
blessing are enveloped by her yielding, redemptive waters. She is the dis¬ 
tilled essence of compassion in liquid form. No one is denied her bless¬ 
ing. Jagganatha, the author of the Ganga Lahari, probably the most 
famous hymn in praise of the Ganges, was outcast by his fellow Hindus 
for having a love affair with a Muslim woman. He says that he was even 
shunned by untouchables and madmen. He declares that he was so 
despicable, so polluted, that none of the tirthas was able to cleanse 
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him. 57 The Ganges alone was willing to accept him and cleanse him, and 
he in gratitude praises her as a loving mother: 


I come to you as a child to his mother. 

I come as an orphan to you, moist with love. 

I come without refuge to you, giver of sacred rest. 

I come a fallen man to you, uplifter of all. 

I come undone by disease to you, the perfect physician. 
I come, my heart dry with thirst, to you, ocean of 
sweet wine. 

Do with me whatever you will. 58 


The Ganges maternal aspect is seen especially in her nourishing 
qualities. Her waters are sometimes likened to milk or amrta, the drink 
of immortality. 59 "The concept of the river in India is that of a sustaining 
mother. The stream of the river carries payas. The word payas stands 
for both water and milk. Appropriately this has been used in relation to 
the river as the stream that sustains the people, her children, with water, 
as a mother sustains her babies with her milk."'' 0 Her waters are life- 
giving, nourishing to all those who bathe in or drink them." 1 Her waters 
have miraculous vivifying powers. The ashes of Sagara's sons, and the 
ashes of the dead in general, are enlivened, invigorated, or otherwise 
made strong enough by the touch of her waters to make the journey to 
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The waters of the Ganges are also often used to restore the health of 
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sick people. 64 The miraculous restorative powers of the Ganges is the 
subject of many stories. In one of the Buddhist Jataka tales we read of a 
parrot who lived in a fig tree. The tree's fruit sustained the bird and also 
provided him shelter. Over the years the parrot became exceedingly 
devoted to the tree, which had acted as his benefactor throughout his 
life. Hearing of the devotion of the parrot, the king of the area wished to 
test the bird's fidelity and magically dried up the tree. But the bird re¬ 
mained. Impressed with the bird's loyalty the king granted the parrot a 
wish. The bird asked that the tree be restored. Thereupon the king "took 
up the water from the Ganges in his hand and dashed it against the fig- 
tree stump. Straightaway the tree rose up rich in branch and stem, with 
honey-sweet fruit, and stood a charming sight, like the bare Jewel- 
Mountain." 65 

The Ganges' relationship with Siva suggests a structure similar to 
the rhythmic interdependence of opposites in Siva's relationship with 
Parvatl. 66 The Ganges, like Parvatl, her co-wife, represents the cool, 
nourishing, fertile dimension of reality that calms, contains, or offsets 
the fierce, hot, destructive powers of Siva. The most dramatic expression 
of this relationship is found in the myth concerning the birth of Kartti- 
keya. When Siva spills his semen it is so powerfully hot that it cannot be 
contained even by Agni himself. After passing through a series of con¬ 
tainers, none of which is able to contain it for long, the semen falls into 
the Ganges and is cooled there. Within the cooling womb of Mother 
Ganges the semen takes on embryonic form, and the war god Karttikeya 
is duly born. 67 

The practice in many Siva temples of pouring Ganges water on 
Siva's linga also suggests the cooling, calming effect of the Ganges. 
Siva's fiery, hot, hard character is complemented and made accessible by 
the soft, cooling effect the Ganges has on him. The pouring of Ganges 
water on the linga, which goes on continuously from dawn till dusk in 
some temples, 68 is also reminiscent of the Ganges' descent from heaven 
onto Siva's head. Siva's consent to accept the mighty weight of the 
Ganges to break her fall to earth effectively involves him in worldly 
matters, drawing him away from isolated meditation. The Ganges 
meandering course through Siva's locks and through the regions of the 
earth physically connects the aloof god's presence with the earth. By 
tangibly connecting Siva with the earth the Ganges extends his presence 
into the world. In a quite physical and literal way the Ganges acts as 
Siva's sakti, permitting his redemptive presence to spread to the world 
and his devotees, who yearn for his grace. By means of the Ganges 
Siva's otherwise dangerous, destructive, fierce presence is transmitted 
into an approachable reality accessible to all. 69 

Behind the many myths that exalt the Ganges as a great goddess 
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and associate her with Siva, Vi$nu, Brahma, and other deities lies an 
enduring reverence for the river itself. Behind the lofty hymns of praise 
that affirm the Ganges' miraculous powers to effect renewed health, fer¬ 
tility, a safe journey to the land of the ancestors, and spiritual liberation, 
there is a fundamental affection for the physical river that meanders 
across the North Indian plains. The extent to which it is the physical 
Ganges River itself that is adored by Hindus is evident in the persistent 
habit of pilgrims to see, touch, be sprinkled with, and bathe in the river's 
waters. It is not anthropomorphic images of the Ganges that attract rev¬ 
erence and worship, although such images are common enough. It is the 
river itself that is worshiped. Devotees honor other deities by draping 
a garland around the neck of the image. They worship the Ganges by 
stringing the garland of flowers across the river itself. Similarly, while it 
is auspicious to circumambulate the image of a deity, some adventurous 
devotees circumambulate the Ganges by traveling up one bank and 
down the other along her entire course. 70 In Diana Eck's phrase, the 
Ganges is an "organic symbol," not a narrative symbol. In the case of 
the Ganges, and in the case of the Hindu reverence for the sacrality of 
the land, the organic is the sacred. 


For the Ganga's significance as a symbol is not exhaustively 
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India today is primarily a village culture. The majority of Hindus 
live in villages of under a hundred thousand people, and there is little 
doubt that this has always been the case in the Indian subcontinent. In 
the context of village life one of the most (if not the most) significant and 
powerful divine presences is the gratnadevata, a deity who is especially 
identified with the village and toward whom the villagers often have a 
special affection. It is not uncommon, in fact, for there to be several 
grdmadevatds in a village, each of whom may have a specialized func¬ 
tion. 1 These village deities, more numerous than Indian villages them¬ 
selves, are naturally diverse in character. Their names alone suggest 
diverse characteristics and functions. 2 Some of these deities have a 
regional reputation, or at least the name of a certain gratnadevata w ill be 
well known or popular throughout an entire region. The goddesses 
Mariyamman in South India and Manasa in North India are examples of 
this regional popularity. Other village deities may be known only to one 
small village. The goddess Periyapalayattamman, whose name means 
simply "the mother (or mistress) of the village Periyapalayam, is rela¬ 
tively unknown outside that village near Madras in South India. 3 Often 
the village deity will share the names or epithets of deities from the San¬ 
skrit pantheon and will be identified with these deities in the minds of 
villagers. But this does not necessarily mean that the village deity will 
bear many similarities to the "great" god in question. It may indicate lit¬ 
tle more than a conscious attempt to relate the village deity to a wider 
religious universe or to make the local deity recognizable to curious out¬ 
siders. In most cases where such an identification exists the gratnadevatu 
differs markedly from the "great" deity with whom it shares a name. 

Despite the number and variety of gramadevatas, several typica 
characteristics of these local deities have been noted. First, they usually 
are female. Speaking of South India, Henry Whitehead says that village 


197 


198 


VILLAGE GODDESSES 


deities , with very few exceptions, are female. . . . All over Southern In¬ 
dia .. . the village deities are almost exclusively female. In the Tamil 
country, it is true, most of them have male attendants, who are sup¬ 
posed to guard the shrines and carry out the commands of the god¬ 
desses; but their place is distinctly subordinate and almost servile/' 5 

Second, these deities are usually not represented by anthropo¬ 
morphic images. They are usually represented by uncarved stones, trees, 
or small shrines that do not contain an anthropomorphic image. 
Sometimes no shrine is present at all except during special festivals, 
when temporary structures will be built to house or represent the deity. 6 

Third, these deities, goddesses for the most part, capture the pri¬ 
mary interest of the villagers and tend to be worshiped with more inten¬ 
sity than the great gods of the Hindu pantheon. Although the great gods 
are acknowledged to be in charge of distant, cosmic rhythms, they are 
only of limited interest to most villagers, many of whom traditionally 
were not allowed within the precincts of the temples of these deities in 
the first place. The village goddess, in contrast, engages the villagers 
directly by being associated with their local, existential concerns. 7 She is 
perceived to be their deity and to be concerned especially with their 
well-being and that of their village. 

Finally, these village deities are often directly associated with dis¬ 
ease, sudden death, and catastrophe. When the village is threatened by 
disaster, particularly epidemics, the local goddess is usually said to be 
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village. 9 Sometimes she is represented only by a head placed directly on 
the ground. This may suggest that her body is the village itself, that she 
is rooted in the soil of the village. 10 The village and the villagers might be 
understood as living within or upon the body of the village goddess. 

The close identity of the goddess with her village is also seen in her 
role as guardian of the village s boundaries. Her shrines or symbols are 
often erected at the boundaries of the village, where she acts to protect it 
from invasions of evil spirits and outsiders in general. Another expres¬ 
sion of the intimate identity of the goddess with her village is her sym¬ 
bolic marriage to representatives of the village during her ceremonies. 11 
Although the goddess is sometimes said to have a husband or a male 
consort or guardian, her real associate in a marriagelike arrangement is 
the village itself rather than a male deity. The two, the goddess and the 
village, are tied to each other, dependent on each other; in short, they 
are married to each other and nourish each other. 


Another indication of the identity of village and goddess is the par¬ 
ticipation of almost all members of a village in the goddess s festivals. In 
the case of the high or great gods, worship is often restricted to certain 
castes, usually the higher ones, or such deities may be particularly wor¬ 
shiped by sampradayas or movements that have restricted membership. 
The village goddess, however, is approached by the natural grouping of 
the local village itself and all those who constitute it. She is the goddess 
of the whole village, the physical place as well as the social and eco¬ 
nomic organism. Nearly all castes are represented at her festivals and to 
some extent mix freely. Her worship is a community effort, although 
particular castes may play more important ritual roles than others. 12 The 
extent of the all-inclusive nature of local-goddess worship in villages is 


indicated by the participation of Brahmans and Muslims in these festi¬ 
vals. 13 The point is that the local goddess is not so much a Hindu deity or 
a deity specially related to a caste or occupation, or even to a specific 
phenomenon such as disease, although all of these things might be the 
case to some extent. The point is that from the villagers point of view 
the goddess is specifically their deity, their lady, as it were, who has their 


particular needs at heart. 

The local rootedness of village goddesses, their special and narrow 
association with particular villages, is also suggested in the tendency 
during festivals in their honor to exclude outsiders. The exclusion of out¬ 
siders seems to be associated with the idea that they might benefit from 
the power of the goddess, which is intended for the local village. Her 
power is believed to be for her village, not for outsiders. Sometimes, 
too, the symbol or image of a disease or epidemic will be escorted to the 
border of a village and symbolically passed on to another village. 14 The 
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village and its immediate surroundings thus represent for the villager a 
more or less complete cosmos within which life in all its fullness and 
complexity can be lived out in an orderly and fruitful way. The central 
divine power impinging on or underlying this cosmos is the village god¬ 
dess, and the extent to which order and fertility dominate the village 
cosmos is bound up with the relationship between the goddess and the 
villagers. Village life is her business and their business, and the role of 
outsiders is sometimes seen to be irrelevant or disruptive. 

The basic relationship between the village goddess and her village 
seems quite straightforward. In return for the worship of the villagers 
the goddess ensures good crops, timely rain, fertility, and protection 
from demons, diseases, and untimely death. The arrangement is a local 
one with little or no room for outsiders. The power of the goddess does 
not extend beyond the village, so villagers leave her jurisdiction and pro¬ 
tection when they venture beyond it. The relationship is localized and 
aims not so much at individual welfare as the welfare of the whole. 

In fact, relations between village goddesses and their villages are 
more complicated. This is made clear by the association of these god¬ 
desses with disease and disruption, an identification that gives them an 
ambivalent character. For these goddesses are not usually peaceful, 
benign, and calm presences. Rather, they tend to be wild, rambunctious, 
independent, demanding, and destructive in their habits. This is evident 
m both their mythology and their ceremonies. 


MYTHOLOGICAL THEMES 
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miraculous powers. Discovering this and suspecting sexual disloyalty, 
her husband commands their son to kill his mother. The son obeys his 
father and decapitates his mother. Eventually she is restored to life, but 
in the process her head and body get transposed with those of an un¬ 
touchable woman. Mariyamman is thus understood to have a Brahman 
head and an untouchable body, which is significant in terms of both her 
ambivalent nature and her role as a village goddess exemplifying 
the social status quo in which Brahmans are at the head of the social 
system. 16 

Myths concerning the origins of other village goddesses also include 
this motif of injustice done to women by males. Kannagi, the heroine of 
the Tamil epic Silappadiharam, is portrayed as faultlessly faithful to her 
husband despite his lecherous and unfaithful behavior. Ordinarily 
Kannagi's faithfulness would guarantee the well-being and long life of 
her husband, for according to folk tradition a wife's faithfulness ensures 
her husband's welfare, whereas her unfaithfulness causes him harm. If a 
man's wife is faithful, he is virtually immune from harm—such is the 
belief promulgated in both the folk and Sanskrit traditions. Kannagi s 
husband, however, is unjustly accused by the king of Madurai of having 
stolen an anklet and is executed. Kannagi proves her husband's inno¬ 
cence, tears off her breast, which becomes blistering hot, and burns the 
city of Madurai in her wrath. She subsequently becomes a goddess. 17 
Again we see the theme of a woman who has been treated unjustly by 
males expressing her outrage in an act of violent destruction and being 
transformed into a goddess. 

Another set of myths relating the origin of village goddesses takes 
place entirely in the divine sphere but contains a similar theme. In the 
beginning is the great goddess Ammavaru. In her desire to create she 
produces three eggs, from which are born the three great gods: Brahma, 
Vi$nu, and Siva. When she wants to marry these deities to promote the 
continuation of creation, they refuse, saying that it would be improper 
for a mother to have sex with her sons. But one or the other of the gods 
finally agrees to marry her if she will give him her middle eye, which is 
symbolic of her primordial power. She agrees, but having given up her 
power to the god she is destroyed by him. From her body are created the 
many saktis who become village goddesses. 18 

These myths, with their theme of village goddesses' having suffered 
injustices at the hands of men, help us to understand certain central 
characteristics of village goddesses: namely, the fiercely ambivalent na¬ 
ture of these goddesses, which manifests itself in sudden outbursts of 
rage, and the goddesses' relative independence from or superiority over 
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male consorts. Such goddesses' terrible retributive wrath continues to be 
expressed in festivals in which a male animal, often identified as a "hus¬ 
band," is sacrificed. These goddesses are angry deities and need appeas¬ 
ing. Furthermore, they rarely provide a traditional model for women 
in their relationships with males. The village goddesses are often not 
married at all, and if they are, they dominate their male consorts—the 
reverse of what sexual roles should be according to Indian cultural 
models.” It could be said of these fiercely independent goddesses that 
they have "learned their lesson," 20 that they have learned that they only 
receive injustice from males; consequently they are determined to remain 
independent from men in their transformed positions as goddesses. This 
theme of the goddesses' using and abusing males is suggested at certain 
points in local-goddess festivals. The goddesses still need males to invig¬ 
orate them, but they ensure that the males will not dominate them or 
threaten their powers. At the end of the festival, in fact, it is not uncom¬ 
mon for the male to be symbolically destroyed, humiliated, or cast out 
of the village. 

Another kind of mythical theme that emphasizes the village god¬ 
desses' independence appears in the stories concerning Kanniyakumari. 
Kanniyakumari is prohibited from marrying Siva for various reasons. 
Although she is described as distressed at being prevented from enjoying- 
Siva as her husband, the myths underline Kanniyakumari's perpetual 
virginity and her formidable power. Her great power seems to be directly 
related to her unmarried state and her celibacy. In the context of Tamil 
culture a woman's virginity, through which she withholds her sexual 
energy is more or less equivalent to the building up of tapas in males 
when they retain their semen, which is magically transformed into pow¬ 
erful heat. 21 Quite simply, Kanniyakumari is much more powerful as an 
unmarried maiden than she would be as a married woman. Although 
reluctantly unmarried, her independence from males gives her great 


power. 


The great power possessed by goddesses and females who are inde- 
pendent of males is also a theme in many myths current in South India in 
which female deities are subjugated or tamed by gods. Probably the two 
best-known examples of this theme feature Mlnak 5 T, the goddess en¬ 
shrined in -dadurai, and the fiercely wild goddess KalT. In the mythology 
concerning Mlnak 5 T the goddess is born with three breasts Her discon¬ 
certed parents are instructed to raise the child like a male. She is brought 
up like a boy and ascends her father's throne when he dies She then 
undertakes a campaign to subdue the entire world. She and her armies 
are invincible in battle until she comes to Mount Kailasa and challenges 
Siva himself. Seeing Siva, Minak?T's entire character is transformed. She 
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becomes shy, and "as soon as she caught sight of him, her third breast 
disappeared, and, overcome with modesty, innocence, and shyness, she 
began to scrape the ground shyly with her toe." 22 And so Siva reduces 
the powerful battle queen to a shy maiden and eventually subservient 
wife. 

Kali is subdued in a dance contest. In her independent form she is 
described as powerful, destructive, bloodthirsty, and fearsome. When 
she disrupts the meditation of one of Siva's devotees or otherwise 
attracts Siva's attention, he challenges her to a contest in which he tames 
her by defeating her in dance. Thereafter she is said to be his wife or 
to take on a benign form that becomes widely worshiped. In effect, 
she loses her power and becomes a weak, helpless female. "Kali 
acknowledged defeat; shyly . . . she worshiped the lord; she stood 
helplessly like a puppet, confused." 23 

It has been argued that goddesses in Hindu mythology are generally 
portrayed as dangerous, violent, and aggressive if they are unmarried 
and as docile, obedient, and calm if they are married. 24 This reinforces 
social norms by suggesting that it is necessary for women to marry and 
express their sexuality in "safe" ways and under male supervision and 
authority. In the human realm marriage is assumed not only to complete 
a woman but to tame her, channeling her dangerous sexual energy in 
acceptable ways. The god or the male is seen as a civilizing, calming, 
ordering presence. Alone, goddesses and women are perceived as power¬ 
ful and dangerous. 

The myths and cults of village goddesses, however, often cast males 
in disruptive roles and equate the village goddess with the civilized, 
orderly, and refined realm of the village. Outside the village is the jun¬ 
gle: wild, raw, and chaotic. The village goddess represents the order of 
the cultivated field and the security of hearth and home. She is preemi¬ 
nently the being who protects the village from attacks by wild, unstable, 
demonic spirits from the uncivilized outer world. Those demons, fur¬ 
thermore, are often said to be male, and Siva himself, the deity of the 
Sanskrit pantheon most commonly associated with village goddesses as 
a consort, is well known to live on the periphery of civilization, to asso¬ 
ciate with demons, and in general to have disruptive, antisocial habits. 
The pattern of associating a goddess with the village, order, and civiliza¬ 
tion, on the one hand, and her male consort or counterpart with the jun¬ 
gle, on the other hand, is quite common in the central provinces. "The 
chief deity of the central provinces is Dharni Deota, 'earth, the deity'; 
her husband and companion, Bhatarsi Deota, is a god of the hunt, 
related to Siva, the archer, lord of the wild beasts and the jungle." 25 

While goddesses from the larger tradition are often assumed to be 
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dangerous and wild when unmarried or independent from male deities, a 
central theme in the village-goddess cults is the association of indepen¬ 
dent female deities with the stability and order of the village. The village 
goddesses usually avoid both the extreme of the docile, shy, obedient 
married female and the extreme of the wild, frenzied, dangerous Kali 
who is a threat to civilized order. The combination of the village god¬ 
desses power and fierceness with their protectiveness of the well-being, 
stability, and order of their villages is beneficial. As the protector of the 
village the goddess must be powerful in view of the dangerous forces 
that threaten it. No shy, retiring, docile female could successfully protect 
the village. Although the village goddess may be dangerous because of 
her great power, for the most part that strength is directed against threat¬ 
ening forces from outside. 


FESTIVALS 

Although the village goddesses are typically characterized as pro¬ 
tecting, ordering, and instituting village civilization, they also have a 
reputation for behaving in disruptive, violent, and dangerous ways, par¬ 
ticularly during festivals held in their honor. This is particularly clear 
unng estivals in honor of village goddesses during epidemics. Many 
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demic, struck the village. Such disasters are taken to represent either the 
presence of demons in the village because the goddess's defenses have 
broken down or the anger of the awakened goddess, who is demanding 
worship by punishing her people for neglecting her for so long . 28 From 
either point of view, or from both points of view simultaneously, during 
the festival the village is overcome with the immediate presence of the 
goddess. At this time she makes herself unmistakably known, particu¬ 
larly in the fever of disease victims and in those she possesses. 

The theme of the relationship of an epidemic or a disaster to the 
invasion of the village by hostile demons from outside echoes the mythic 
theme of the goddess's abuse by males. In the festival context the god¬ 
dess confronts and overcomes the demons, and in this struggle she is 
helped by the villagers. While the villagers are struck down and over¬ 
come by the demons and suffer fever and sometimes death, the goddess 
too is said to become possessed, afflicted, or somehow invaded by the 
demons. Both she (in the form of her image) and the villagers afflicted 
by the epidemic are cooled with water and other substances, and in cool¬ 
ing one victim it is understood that the other is treated as well. It is as if 
the two are suffering the invasion of the village together. It is not neces¬ 
sarily a contradiction of this point of view to say that the goddess also 
causes the epidemic. She receives the main brunt of the onslaught, but 
she is unable, or unwilling, to contain it all and spreads it to the villagers, 
who help her deal with it. It is well known that the goddess in this situa¬ 
tion is particularly partial to the victims of disease, perhaps because they 
help her bear the burden of the demonic attack . 29 

Perhaps the central dramatic event of village-goddess festivals is a 
blood sacrifice. This sacrifice also may be understood from two points 
of view. The sacrifice may be seen as a gift from the villagers with which 
they hope to appease the goddess so that she will withdraw her anger, 
which expresses itself in the form of the heat of disease. Or the sacrifice 
may be understood as representing the defeat of the invading demon or 
demons, who are also associated with the goddess's consort/husband 
who had afflicted or abused her in the myths. In either case, it is clear 
that the goddess demands the blood of a victim, that she needs that 
blood, either to appease her wrath or to invigorate her in her contest 
with the demons. 

The elaborate, ritualistic way in which the sacrificial victim is 
treated during the sacrifice suggests his humiliation by the goddess. This 
in turn suggests that the victim is the goddess's enemy and thus rep¬ 
resents an invading demon or her offending husband/consort. Tradi¬ 
tionally, a buffalo was offered to the goddess. After it was beheaded, its 
leg was thrust into its mouth, fat from its stomach was smeared over its 
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eyes, and a candle was lit on its head and then presented to the goddess. 
The humiliation of the victim is fairly clear here 30 and certainly suggests 
the defeat of an enemy, presumably the demon who caused the disaster 
or epidemic. 

Although the themes of conflict, struggle, defeat, and death are ob¬ 
viously prominent in these goddess festivals, there is also the theme 
of the goddess's being awakened, aroused, and stimulated. Indeed, there 
is the suggestion that she may even have sexual intercourse with the 
demon or demons who invade her village. 31 A likely implication is that 
the goddess periodically needs this encounter with a demon/hus¬ 
band/consort to invigorate and enliven her. The festival also has an in¬ 
vigorating, enlivening effect on the village and its occupants. To a great 
extent, the villagers identify themselves with the goddess in her en¬ 
counter with the invading demons. Like her and with her, they are 
aroused, invaded, and assaulted by these "outside" forces that disrupt 
the calm and order of their world. 

During the festival the village as a whole, or at least those who are 
participating most actively in the worship, appear to abandon the quiet, 
orderly habits of everyday life. There is a stirring up of everything, a 
mixing up of things. 32 There is often a mixture of castes, demons are 
present in the village, blood is spilled in sacrificial offerings, people are 
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blesses her devotees by protecting them during their ordeal. 35 Together, 
as it were, the goddess and her devotees take on the dangerous but invig¬ 
orating presence of the epidemic or disaster. 

A striking illustration of the enlivening effects of the festival on the 
goddess and the village is the role played in many festivals in the South 
by a low-caste woman called a Matafigl. The Matangis are unmarried 
and hold their office for life. During a festival for the village goddess 
the Matangi represents the goddess. Possessed by the goddess, she will 
dance wildly, use obscene language, drink intoxicants, spit on specta¬ 
tors, and push people around with her backside. She seems to take 
special delight in abusing members of the high castes. 

As she rushes about spitting on those who under ordinary cir¬ 
cumstances would almost choose death rather than to suffer 
such pollution from a Madiga [the low caste from which the 
woman comes], she breaks into wild, exulting songs, telling of 
the humiliation to which she is subjecting the proud caste peo¬ 
ple. She also abuses them all thoroughly, and . . . they appear 
to expect it and not to be satisfied without a full measure of her 
invective. 36 

An inversion of the usual social codes and rules takes place here. 37 
The Matafigl personifies social topsy-turvy. Completely unrefined, 
bursting with raw energy and coarse humor, and intoxicated on country 
liquor, she is the goddess herself: "... willful, impetuous, violent, irre¬ 
pressible, she exults in her own aliveness and the tumult she arouses. 38 
As Victor Turner has argued, religious festivals often serve the im¬ 
portant purpose of allowing a society, culture, or village to step out of 
the confines of normality so that other, often redemptive, possibilities 
may be glimpsed or briefly experienced or experimented with. Festivals 
provide a window to what Turner calls the liminal dimension of reality, 
the dimension that remains outside social norms and expectations but 
that is capable of enlivening and nourishing the realm of social order 
and normality. 39 Festivals provide a context for the breaking out of con¬ 
fining social roles, for the breaking up and mixing up of expected soda 
relations. The Matafigl dramatically acts out this liminal facet of the 
village-goddess festival and makes it clear that it is the goddess herse 
who incites and arouses her devotees to this invigorating frenzy. Having 
been aroused herself by the encounter with a demon/husband/consort, 
she in turn arouses the entire village, and together they are renewed an 
renourished. 40 Villagers say that in the topsy-turvy context of the 
festival, where reversals are dominant, the outrageous behavior of the 
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Matarigi, ordinarily highly polluting, is purifying. Instead of avoiding 
her spittle and insults, people go out of their way to be subjected to her 
abuse. 41 


DEATH, DISEASE, AND AMBIVALENCE 

The close association of village, local, and regional goddesses with 

disease, epidemic, disaster, and sudden death deserves further comment. 

Because the village goddesses institute, nourish, and protect villages, it 

would make sense to interpret their myth, cult, and worship as primarily 

revolving around their periodic struggles with invading demons who 

bring sickness, death, and disruption to the villages. Yet given the over- 

w e ming association of these goddesses with the diseases themselves, 

given the common identification of epidemics with the goddesses' "grace/' 

it would make sense to interpret their worship as primarily the attempt 

to propit,ate them so that they will withhold their wrath from their peo- 
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village who is its founder and protector should also assault that village 
with devastating epidemics seems to suggest a depth of irrationality 
beyond logical analysis. Nonetheless, some scholars such as Victor Tur¬ 
ner have argued that the ongoing well-being of a society and culture 
depends on its being able to participate periodically in chaos, disorder, 
and tumult. Religious ritual and festival are the traditional means by 
which this is done. 43 Another scholar puts the case in similar terms: "The 
festival rite utilizes the potency of disorder. It harnesses the disorder of 
the 'other mind,' possession, trance, dreams, ecstasy . . . ; if these powers 
are harnessed properly, the society recovers a special potency from 
chaos beyond the limits of order." 44 

Speaking of shamanic initiation, another scholar applies this logic 

to the individual level: 


Thus the shaman's initiatory experience is represented as an 
involuntary surrender to disorder, as he is thrust protesting 
into the chaos which the ordered and controlled life of society 
strives so hard to deny, or at least to keep at bay. No matter 
how valiantly he struggles, disorder eventually claims him and 
marks him with the brand of a transcendental encounter. At its 
wors^ in peripheral cults, this is seen as a baneful intrusion of 
malign power. At its best, in central possession religions it rep¬ 
resents a danger-laden exposure to the powers of the cosmos. 

In both cases the initial experience withdraws the victim from 
the secure world of society and of ordered existence, and ex¬ 
poses him directly to those forces which, though they may be 
held to uphold the social order, also ultimately threaten it. 

The shaman is not the slave, but the master of anomaly 
and chaos . Out of the agony of affliction and the dark 
night of the soul comes literally the ecstasy of spiritual victory 
In rising to the challenge of the powers which rule his life and 
by valiantly overcoming them in this crucial initiatory nte 
which reimposes order on chaos and despair, man reasserts 
Zte? of the universe and affirms his control of destiny and 

fate. 45 
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Manasa. goddess of snakes. A painted pot¬ 
tery image. Contemporary, Bengal. Sudhansu 
Kumar Ray, The Ritual Art of the Bratas of 
Bengal (Calcutta: Firma K. L. Mukhoipadhyay, 
1961), plate xiv. 
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them, are unpredictable in their moods. They erupt onto the scene sud¬ 
denly, always powerfully and undeniably, and usually dangerously. 
Manasa, the North Indian goddess associated with snakes/* strikes sud¬ 
denly and usually fatally and in so doing violently introduces terrifying 
chaos into the lives of those who are affected. Suddenly, unmistakably, 
the fragility of existence is underlined, and the normality of ordered, 
civilized village life is called into question. Similarly, Sitala and Mari- 
yamman, both of whom are associated with smallpox, remind people 
that their tightly ordered worlds may be reduced to chaos at any 
moment. To pay attention to such goddesses, however, is to make one's 
view of reality less fragile, less prone to being shattered by sudden 
death. 47 

The Bengali goddess Sitala's presence in the form of smallpox 48 is 
referred to as her "grace” or play. Edward Dimock suggests that this grace 
might be understood as her ability to permit people a wider vision of 
reality. Normal human consciousness tends to impose a diachronic 
scheme on events whereby a limited, controlled, sequential angle of 
vision dominates the individual's perception of reality. Sickness, death, 
disease, and suffering generally seem to come and go, according to this 
way of viewing things. There are good times, and there are bad times, 
and the bad times are for the most part forgotten or repressed. A syn¬ 
chronic view of reality, however, in which past, present, and future are 
collapsed, in which sequential time is seen to be a mere construct, 
superimposes the whole range of human events—blessings, tragedies, 
good times, and bad times—on one another so that they may be viewed 
simultaneously. In this view the bad times are always with us. Disease, 
death, and disaster are endemic in good times, and vice versa. The god¬ 
dess Sitala, in her periodic visitations in which the bad times become 
epidemic, reminds people that only a synchronic vision of life comes 
close to reality. 49 "By hearing of suffering, by realising the extent of 
human frailty, one with the eyes to see may be spared the necessity of 
more particular pain. Sitala allows us cognition of our position in the 
universe. . . . Her grace is that she allows us restitution in return for the 
understanding of her constant presence." 50 To worship Sitala, to pay 
attention to what she represents, is to provide oneself with a more real¬ 
istic, less fragile view of life, which in turn makes the inevitable out¬ 
bursts of disease or tragic occurrences less devastating. 



APPENDIX 


THE INDUS VALLEY 
CIVILIZATION 


The historian of Hindu religion must resist two temptations when 
faced with interpreting the data of the Indus Valley civilization. The first 
temptation is to say very little. The second temptation, the one that 
most scholars have chosen, is to say too much. The proper approach to 
the materials, I think, is to try to interpret them in their own context and 
not to seek interpretive keys from other cultures, such as those of the 
ancient Near East or the subsequent Indian tradition, unless overwhelm¬ 


ing parallels can be demonstrated. 

In reflecting on the history of goddess worship in the Hindu tradi¬ 
tion, one has to acknowledge that the impressive data available in the 
Indus Valley civilization and in neighboring Baluchistan cultures may 
bear on such a history. While it is speculation to call these cultures 
Hindu, the presence of such evidence of goddess worship in the Indian 
subcontinent at such an early period surely deserves some comment. It 
also deserves comment because other scholars, a bit uncritically, I think, 
have traced the source of goddess worship in the Hindu tradition to the 
Indus Valley civilization. 

What is the evidence, and what are we to make of it? We have evi- 
dence o three peasant cultures, centered in villages west of the Indus 
Valley in Baluchistan which probably predate the Indus Valley culture 
itselh Two o these; cultures, the Zhob Valley and the Kulli cultures, dat- 
,ng back to the third millennium b.c.e., have yielded female figurines. 
The Kull, figurines, which are earlier than the Zhob, are only shown 
from the waist up. They are heavily adorned with jewelry, and their 
heads and faces are pinched and somewhat resemble a hen's head. The 
faces are not clearly depicted, and the figurines thus have a somewhat 
anonymous look to them. Unlike the Indus Valley figures, their hair is 
not elaborate, and their breasts are not accented or exaggerated. The 
female figurines from the Zhob Valley in northern Baluchistan are also 
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only shown from the waist up. They do not wear as much jewelry as the 
Kulli figures, but their hair is more elaborately depicted and arranged. 
The most dramatic feature of the Zhob figures is the face. The faces all 
have large eyes that are hollow or bulbous, slit mouths, and fairly prom¬ 
inent noses. The breasts of the Zhob figures, though more clearly em¬ 
phasized than those of the Kulli figurines, are not exaggerated either . 1 

Although there are similarities between these figures and the figu¬ 
rines from the Indus Valley civilization (for example, the emphasis on 
jewelry and the elaborate coiffures of the Zhob specimens), the peasant- 
culture figures are distinctively different from the Indus Valley examples 
and should be discussed in their own right. While cultural contact be¬ 
tween these cultures and the Indus Valley culture is quite likely, it cannot 
be shown to have been overwhelming, and the figurines of the peasant 
cultures may have meant something quite different from what the 
figurines in the city culture of the plains meant. Because of the dis¬ 
similarities in appearance, then, I will treat the Kulli and Zhob figurines 
independently from the remains of the greater culture of the plains. 

Little, indeed, can be said about what these female figures might 
have represented. It is even something of a conjecture to suggest that 
they were images of goddesses. The flat bases might imply that the 
figures were meant to be set up, perhaps for worship. The nudity of the 
figures calls attention to their female physiology, but this physiology is 
not unduly accented. If these figures did represent goddesses, it is diffi¬ 
cult to say what these goddesses might have been like and what func¬ 
tions they fulfilled or what truths they revealed on the basis of their sex. 
The elaborate jewelry might suggest that they were adored with gifts; it 
also might imply high rank or simply suggest the usual costume of the 
peasant women. It is impossible to say. The unusual faces, although 
striking, also present us with no clear indication of who these figures 
might have been. On the one hand, the anonymity might call our atten¬ 
tion to the sex of the figures rather than to their "personalities." On the 
other hand, the faces might simply be the result of crude craftmanship or 
artistic stylization. Most interpreters of the Zhob Valley figurines have 
said that the faces portray negative qualities. One of the heads some¬ 
what resembles a skull. One scholar, for example, says the type of figu¬ 
rine found in the Zhob Valley "is clearly intended to inspire horror and 
can hardly fail to remind us of the terrible and loathly images of the 
-malignant Kali of which these figurines may be taken to be an early 
prototype ." 2 

While I agree that the faces perhaps have grotesque overtones, I am 
not sure that they were intended to inspire horror or any other negative 
emotion. Again, the large eyes and small mouths simply may have been 
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stylized and may have had no malign significance for the artists. In any 
case, 1 consider it unjustified to conclude that we have here a prototype 
of the Hindu goddess Kali. None of the Zhob figurines has any par¬ 
ticular similarities to images of Kali, and no association with burial or 
cremation has been established by scholars seeking to interpret these 
early figures. If these Zhob "goddesses" were clearly associated with 
funeral ceremonies or burial or cremation grounds, then perhaps one 
might postulate an association with the much later goddess Kali. But 
even then it would be a weak association insofar as Kali s function and 
meaning are not nearly exhausted in terms of her role as mistress of the 
cremation ground. 

I am forced to yield to the first temptation mentioned above and 
say next to nothing about what these figurines might imply in relation to 
the later Hindu tradition. All one can justifiably conclude is that there is 
evidence of goddess figurines in two peasant cultures in the hills of 
Baluchistan in the second or perhaps late third millennium b.c.e. Insofar 
as male figures are lacking, one might go further and suggest that if these 
figurines represent goddesses, their religion, whatever it might have 
been, was more open to the divine or the sacred as revealed through 
women than through men and that this might have had something to do 
with the fertility of the crops. Again, the figurines do not seem to accen- 

oTfem^les^ 886 " 3 ^ physiolo 8y or *e biologically creative role 

In moving from the Zhob Valley and Kulli cultures to the Indus 

hSZ local Za d° n WC m T fr ° m thC mountains the plains, from 
^ C , ulture f situated in small villages to an exten- 

tJ'h 11 ° rgaruzed culture that was centralized in two large cities 

It ttjtjr ™ a'so more extensive if„d“om- 

piex when we turn to the culture of the plains. 

dvilStoTr f ' mal ' f ‘f rm ?< haVe bee " in the Indus Valley 

moclat rij ,h " Um u ' i8urines baa Prompted one scholar to 
Wd • The ff. ,T h , aV ' b " n a f ' male purine in every house- 

crudely and ar t “ Vary L qul,e wi dely. Most are made quite 

a rl are Shlllf h nT a °' herS ’ " otabl V ,be taous "dancing 
been I,' a " d mada of bro "“^ A few male figures have 

faTriJ Z '•« '° ,he fema l' I’gurines their numbers are 

fairly insignificant (although several of them are striking and among the 

most dramatic figures found).- Some of the figures are virtually indis¬ 
tinguishable according to sex, whereas others appear to be androgynous, 
having breasts and what appear to be male genitals. 6 

Generally, the female figurines are not like the so-called Venus 
Jigurines that have been found in prehistoric Europe. 7 Very few of the In- 
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dus Valley statues accentuate the breasts, hips, or genital areas. 
Although there are some examples of this type , 8 most of the Indus Valley 
figures are on the slim side, often small breasted or sharp breasted. 
Many of the figures are of almost boyish build . 9 A few of the figurines 
have very narrow waists, sharp breasts, and flared hips reminiscent of 
the way in which female figures are often portrayed in later Hinduism . 10 
A striking characteristic of most of the figurines is the well-articulated 
head. The coiffures of the figurines are usually highly elaborate . 11 Head 
ornaments, or even horns, might be shown instead of or in addition to 
hair. In most cases one's attention is drawn to the figure's head because 
of these characteristics . 12 This stands in sharp contrast to the Venus type 
of figure, in which the head is usually tiny and nondescript, the viewer's 
attention being struck by the breasts, rump, and thighs. A few of the In¬ 
dus Valley images do seem to assume poses that expose the genitals , 13 
but this is not typical, and none of these figures is a particularly good 
example of the splayed-thighs posture that clearly attracts attention to 
the female womb or genital area . 14 Finally, none of the figurines can 
positively be said to be pregnant. 

Another feature of most of the figurines is the crudeness with which 
they were made. The faces seem to have been stuck together in a hurry 
(the features often being represented by lumps of clay stuck onto the 
face). In contrast to this is the figures' elaborate decoration with jewelry. 
Rarely is a figure shown with much clothing, although many of the 
figures wear a girdle . 15 Finally, a few of the figures seem to have horns . 16 

There are a few additional female figures on small clay seals, most 
of whom are more dramatically suggestive than the figurines themselves. 
One tableau shows what appears to be a nude figure, probably a 
woman, but it is not entirely clear, with her legs spread and a tree emerg¬ 
ing from her womb. The reverse of the seal shows a female figure seated 
or kneeling with a male figure standing beside her with what looks like a 
sickle . 17 Another seal shows a "goddess" emerging from or standing in a 
bush or tree with a kneeling figure beside it and an animal facing her . 18 A 
third scene depicts a nude female figure with an animal head (or mask) 
and perhaps animal feet (hooves) who leans over a rearing animal, a 
horned tiger perhaps. Her hand is placed on (or perhaps stabs) his 
shoulder, and a tree stands to the side of the animal-headed female 
figure . 19 A fourth scene shows a clothed figure, whose sex is difficult to 
determine, standing between two-animals with which he or she seems to 
be holding hands . 20 

To complete our survey of the data that seem most relevant to pos¬ 
sible goddess worship or exaltation of the feminine in the Indus Valley 
culture, mention should be made of several small circular stone objects 
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or discs with holes in the center. Some commentators have concluded 
that in conjunction with other objects that have been interpreted as 
phalluses the circular, pierced discs are meant to represent the vagina 
and that what we have in the Indus Valley civilization is an example 
of a religion that emphasized the sacred power of human sexuality. 
These objects are held to be prototypes of the yoni and liriga of later 
Hinduism. 21 

The majority of scholars who have sought to interpret this data 
have concluded that goddesses of one sort or another were a central part 
of the religion of the Indus Valley civilization. The evidence does seem 
to point to this conclusion. The nature of the goddesses worshiped, how¬ 
ever, and the truths these beings have revealed are much more difficult 


questions. Some scholars have concluded that the Indus Valley culture 
was dominated by a cult of the Great Mother similar to cults in Asia 
Minor and the Mediterranean. 22 Some scholars have also hypothesized 
that the religion of the Indus Valley culture represents an early form of 
baktism or an early form of the kind of goddess worship we find in 
medieval Hinduism. 23 Both of these conclusions are tempting. To exegete 
he relatively mute evidence of the Indus Valley on the basis of materials 
from other cultures is attractive because the Indus script has not yet been 
c " 3 f nd therefore we have no textual descriptions or myths con- 
f ™ p he ' 8UnneS disC °f red there ‘ To su 8gest that the Indus Valley 
as it Lin 3 " Pr ,° t0tyP u S ° f HindU 8 ° ddeSSes is als ° tempting insofar 
r a T a ' S '° be a dras,lc cha "8e in emphasis in 

dition Xt ^ "a u ' 1 a " 8e - that is ’ from the Vedic lra - 

ZZZIt „ T bV mal ' * i,ieS - “ a m ythology in which 

suppoTL, h I" 0 " TT" a " d d ° minarit - 11 seems logical in 

or StencI ( T °" ,h ' ( “"inine in later Hinduism is a survival 
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between the Indus Valley and the ancient Near East J l"” , ? d 

that in both the Indus Valley and the anc n ‘, u “ ‘‘ M 

ancient N^p h ? Indus , Valle >' c,vll, '- a "°n was culturally dependent on 
onhe ancTenf N E “'t VI “ V ' rSa ' in the cultures 

Indus Va7 n ^ Wh ' ch Were ro “8 hl y contemporary with the 
!" d “ y al ey culture there seem to be no clear examples of figurines or 
scenes that suggest similarities to the Indus Valley data. The only strik¬ 
ing examples, which are extremely lew, are found in historically later 
cultures of the ancient Near East. Quite simply, one is struck by the dis- 
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similarities in appearance between the feminine images of the Indus Val¬ 
ley and the feminine images in the ancient Near East. The evidence of 
cultural dependence is not overwhelming. This does not mean that the 
Indus Valley "goddess cults" might not have been very similar to those 
of the ancient Near East. The differences in appearance between the figu¬ 
rines in the two areas may be merely artistic and stylistic. If one does 
presume cultural dependence, however, one does so on the basis of no 
clear evidence to that effect. 

Turning to the goddess cults in later Hinduism for possible inter¬ 
pretive direction, we are in a similar dilemma. There are similarities 
between the Indus Valley data and the Hindu goddess cults, but these 
similarities, it seems to me, are more superficial than essential or may 
suggest only superficial continuities rather than essential continuities. It 
seems typical of both Indus Valley iconography and medieval Hindu 
iconography to emphasize elaborate adornment when portraying god¬ 
desses. In both cases, too, there is a tendency to portray goddesses with 
elaborate coiffures or lavishly adorned hair. There are also a few ex¬ 
amples of images in the Indus Valley which are reminiscent of the slim- 
waisted, large-breasted images of goddesses in later Hinduism. Beyond 
these similarities in appearance, which are not overwhelming, there is 
really nothing else to suggest continuity between the Indus Valley im¬ 
ages and later Hindu goddess cults. Marshall's interpretation of circular 
stones with holes in the middle as proto-yonis and of other oblong ob¬ 
jects as proto-lirigas is highly speculative. To my knowledge, the two 
types of objects have not been found conjoined, which would suggest a 
linga set in a yoni, the central image in most Siva temples. The dramatic 
scenes depicted on seals mentioned above do not help us much either. 
None of the scenes reminds us in any striking way of later Hindu myths 
that feature goddesses, nor do they suggest central themes in later Hindu 
goddess cults. 

Finally, other evidence not bearing directly on goddesses from the 
Indus Valley does not allow us to presume any essential continuity with 
later Hinduism. While some scholars have been impressed with the so- 
called proto-Siva 25 and the highly ordered and probably hierarchical 
social system of the Indus Valley culture as being similar to aspects of 
later Hinduism, these similarities are not sufficient to allow us to pre¬ 
sume an essential continuity between a highly developed city civilization 
with a strong centralized authority and later Hinduism, which is clearly 
village centered, lacks a strong central authority, and has a literary tra¬ 
dition greatly influenced by Aryan religion. 26 The evidence for continu¬ 
ity is not so overwhelming that we can read back into the Indus Valley 
religion elaborate metaphysical truths and complex mythologies that 
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emerge in later Hinduism a thousand years or more after the collapse of 
the Indus Valley civilization. Clearly, the proper procedure to follow in 
interpreting the Indus Valley culture is to isolate the evidence and seek 
to discern meanings on the basis of the evidence itself without reference 
to contemporary foreign cultures or to a complex religion that postdates 
the Indus Valley civilization by a millennium. 

Data relevant to goddess worship in the Indus Valley civilization 
show that very few images clearly accentuate feminine physiology. The 
majority of images stand in sharp contrast to the Venus type of image, in 
which the breasts, hips, rump, and genital area are exaggerated. In the 
Indus Valley images the focus of attention is directed not to their bodies 
but to their heads, which are unusually well formed and accentuated by 
elaborate coiffures or headdresses. Many of the figurines thus give the 
impression of being top heavy. Insofar as this is the case, it seems likely 
that whatever truths these images sought to convey had less to do with 
feminine physiology than with feminine psychology. Unless we limit our 
commentary to a few figures (clearly in the minority) that approximate 
the Venus type, we are not justified in speaking of a religion or a vision 
of reality that exalted the productive, nourishing, creative roles of the 
feminine. While these aspects are suggested in some images, these em¬ 
phases cannot be said to be dominant themes on the basis of the data 
alone, which in general appear to deemphasize those features of feminine 
physiology that emphasize fertility and nourishment. Among the hun¬ 
dreds of figurines and in the few scenes depicted on seals there are hardly 
y examples of pregnant women, figures giving birth, figures display¬ 
ing their genital organs, or figures suckling children 

f em aI h L m ° St P T' Sin f f ° r PUrp ° SeS ° f interpretation are the 
convl JdT 5 P T ay , T the Seals ' Several general ideas seem to be 
nudl woman 6 ' U ", ^ issuin 8 from the womb of a 

some emP C 3S1Ze • tne L relation between vegetative life and 

tZre tltt ’ ^ f T n T bein8 ' 27 11 seem s, on the basis of this 

or r i u anC u T knew a 80ddess who was associated with 

r!! ? herself through vegetation, or perhaps was identified with 

he sap and vigor of plants or perhaps life in general, insofar as the 
ree issuing from her womb might be a symbol of all life The reverse of 
the seal, showing a kneeling or seated female figure with a male figure 
standing over her holding a sickle, might suggest both an association of 
this female being with the crops (the sickle being an agricultural tool) 
and a ritual sacrifice of some sort.* 8 If a sacrifice, or a sacrificial victim, 
is depicted here, we might hypothesize that a blood offering was made 
to a goddess to reinvigorate her productive energy, thus ensuring abun¬ 
dant and continued crops. But no sacrifice at all may be implied. The 
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kneeling female figure may simply be receiving a blessing from or show¬ 
ing obeisance to a male deity associated with the harvest. In any case, 
the combination of these two very suggestive scenes on the same seal 
(implying some clear relation) does lead us to conclude that a female 
being or goddess was known who gave birth to vegetation and had 
some association with crops. Insofar as the Indus Valley civilization was 
economically grounded in agriculture, this is not at all surprising. What 
is surprising is that there is so little further evidence of such a goddess. 

Another seal stresses the association of a female being with vegeta¬ 
tion. This seal shows a naked female figure standing in or emerging from 
a bush. 29 That this being is a goddess seems likely because a row of kneel¬ 
ing figures is pictured beneath her, apparently adoring or worshiping 
her. What is odd about this scene is that an animal faces her, and appar¬ 
ently not a domestic animal but a wild animal. That seal in conjunction 
with the third seal portraying a dramatic scene featuring a female figure 
leads us to hypothesize another type of goddess, or female being, who is 
not so much associated with the fertility of the crops as with wild 
animals and vegetative life in general. This third seal shows a masked or 
animal-headed naked female apparently slaying (or leaning on) a horned 
tiger. 30 A tree also appears on the right of the seal. While this scene may 
depict a goddess defeating a demon in combat, what is more clearly sug¬ 
gested is some type of mistress of animals, a being who rules over the 
various animal species and is responsible both for the well-being of those 
species and for making them available for the welfare of human beings 
in the hunt. This type of figure admittedly seems to have very little place 
in an agriculturally based culture in which the economy must have been 
only peripherally associated with hunting. Nevertheless, the frequency 
with which wild animals are shown in the Indus Valley data is remark¬ 
able and forces one to use caution before concluding that the religion of 
the Indus Valley culture revolved around agriculture, the fertility of the 
crops, and ritual blood sacrifices aimed at ensuring the continued vitality 
of the crops. 

In conclusion, then, what can be said about the meaning and impor¬ 
tance of goddess worship in the Indus Valley civilization? First, we can 
surmise simply on the basis of the great number of female images found 
that goddesses were known and probably widely worshiped or exalted 
in this culture. Second, primarily on the basis of three scenes depicted on 
seals, we can surmise that a goddess was known who was associated 
with vegetation and most likely with the fertility of the crops. Also on 
the basis of the three seals and the frequency with which wild animals 
were shown, we can conclude that a female being was also known who 
had some connection with animals, perhaps the fertility of animals. If 
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these two types of goddesses were in fact the same goddess, we might 
further conclude that a goddess was known who presided over all life, 
plant and animal, and was adored for her life-giving and life-sustaining 
powers. Whether such a being was also associated with or dependent on 
a male consort, was the recipient of ritual sacrifice, was mistress of the 
dead, or was fierce or benign in nature are almost impossible questions 
to answer. 


If the majority of figurines are in fact additional representations of 
this being, then we might say that she was generally benign in character, 
for hardly any of the figurines successfully convey frightening aspects. 
We might say further, if the majority of the figurines are related to the 
scenes depicted on the seals, that this being was extraordinarily popular, 
not simply goddess of the elite. It seems likely from the very number of 
the figurines found that almost every household had such a figure. 

There is one drawback to relating the vast number of terra-cotta 
figures to the female beings shown on the seals, however, and that is that 
the figures shown on the seals are not dressed like the majority of figu¬ 
rines. The ones on the seals are nude and do not wear elaborate jewelry 
or have elaborate coiffures. Insofar as the seals must aim at economy of 
line, however, as they are quite small, these details may simply have 
been left out. It is also the case, though, that none of the terra-cotta 
figurines has an animal head or is masked like the figure "slaying" the 
horned tiger. „ conclusion it is not clear that the terra-cotta figurines 

zrrr °t e lemaie fi8ures ° n ,he *> a ny 

sions that depend on this association must be tentative. 
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Abhinavagupta, 82 
Abhifekha ritual, 22 
Adharma, 42. See also Dharma 
Aditi, 9-10, 18, 152 
Adityas, 9 

Adultery, 81, 82-83, 86, 88, 89, 90 
91-92 

Advaita Vedanta, 4 
Afzalkhan, 110 
AgnayT, 17 

Agni, 6, 14, IS, 74, 178, 195; and 
Pj-thivT, 9; Siva as, 47 
Agnicayana ritual, 66 
Agni-purana, 117, 191 
Ahirhsa, 146 
Anom kings, 187 
AindrI, 156, 159 
Aiyai, 145-146 
Ak$obhya, 171 
Alaksmi, 20, 34, 154 
Ambika, 36 

Ambivalence, 198, 200, 201, 208-209 
Amitabha, Dhylni Buddha, 165, 166 
Amman, 198 
Ammavaru, 201 

Amoghasiddhi, Dhyani Buddha, 165 
Amrta. See Nectar of immortality 
Aihsa, 9 

Anandamath, 181-182 
Ancestor rituals, 193 
Andhaka, 158, 159 


Androgyny, 29, 50, 57, 58, 92-93 
Anekakotibrahmafldajanai, 133 
Animals: goddesses and, 219; sacri¬ 
ficed, 15, 112, 113, 114, 146. See 
also Buffalo; Goat 
Annakuta festival, 143 
Annapurpa, 126, 143, 175 
Antistructure, 130 
Aparajita, 107 
Aprameya, 133 
Arapyanl, 16 

Ardhanarisvara, 49, 50, 52, 53 

Arjuna, 107-108, 139 

Arul. See Grace 

Arya, 66, 152 

Aryaman, 9 

Aryans, 55-56 

Arydstava, 141 

Asceticism/ascetic austerities, 71; of 
Bappa, 110; of BhagTratha, 188; of 
demons, 96, 101; v. dharma, 39; 
heat generated by, 42, 43, 48; v. 
householder, 46-48, 49, 52; of 
MahadevI, 159; of Parvatl, 42-43, 
44, 53, 119; of Prajapati, 178; of 
SarasvatT, 63; of Siva, 35, 38, 39, 
40, 46, 48, 52, 53-54 
Asiva, 152 
Asparajlta, 179, 181 
Assam, 38, 145, 186, 187 
Asvinas, 56 
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Asvins, 7. 15 
Atharoa-veda, 9 
Atisa, 166 
Atman, 93, 141 

Austerities, See Asceticism/ascetic 
austerities 

Avalokitesvara, 165, 166 

Avataras, 138. See also Vi$nu, de- 

_ scends in forms 

Ayana, 86, 88 

Ayodhya, 70, 71 

Bagala, 162 

Bali, 23, 25, 33 - 34 , 188 
Baluchistan, 212 , 214 
Banabhatta, 117, 155 
Banaras, 143, 177, 183-184, 246 n. 24; 
death rituals in, 192-193, 194; as 
sacred, 191 

Banares Hindu University, 64 
Banasura, 176 
Bappa, 110 
Bee, 239 n. 23 

Bengal: animal sacrifices in, 146; Bud¬ 
dhism in, 165; festivals in, 113, 115, 
146; goddesses in, 3; Kali in,’ 116^ 
120 , 122 , 125; Kr$na in, 88-89, 90 
91; as mother, 181; Radha in, 3 ,- 
hakta devotionalism in, 122 , 125, 
126; Vai$navism, 3, 81 , 89 , 90, 91 
Bhaga, 9 

Bhdgavad-gTtd, 102 , 139 
Bhagavata-purdna, 83, 84 117 150 
176 ' ' ' 

Bhaglratha, 188 
Bhairava, 162 
Bhairavi, 162 
Bharati, 11, 15 

Bharat Mata cult, 181, 184, 185 

Bhasa, 155 

Bhatarsi Deota, 203 

Bhatta Narayana, 82 

Bhavabhuti, 117, 119-120, 145, 147 

Bhavanl, 109, 110 

Bhlmadevl, 170 


Bhoga, 52 
BhudevT, 17, 179 
Bhukti, 58 
BhuvanesvarT, 162 
Blood, 128-129, 148, 176 
Blood sacrifices, 18, 112-113, 114, 
116, 117, 145-146, 171, 173-175, 
205-208, 218 

Bloodthirstiness, 97, 99, 100, 112, 
139-140, 144, 145, 146, 156, 158 
Boar, 152, 181 

Brahma, 30, 156; created, 133, 201; 
and creation, 137; and Durga, 96, 
100 ; and Ganges River, 189, 196; 
and Kali, 122; as male and female 
halves, 57; meditates, 57; and 
SarasvatT, 55, 57, 58, 59, 63; and 
Siva, 37 

Brahman. See Reality, ultimate 
Brdhmanas, 10 , 11 , 12 , 13, 55 , 57 , 178 
Brahman!, 156, 159 
Brahmaputra River, 189 
Brahma-vaivarta-purdna, 58 82 92, 
93, 94 

Brhaddharma-purana, 109, 163 164, 
165, 191 
Brhall, 152 
Brhaspati, 6 
Brhatkathamahjari, 145 
Brubaker, Richard, 208 
Bruner, Jerome, 78 
Bubhanesvar, 148 
Buddha, 153, 155 
Buddhisaktisvaruplnl, 59 
Buddhism, 56; Bengal, 165; goddesses 
153, 172-173, 187; Tantric, 167, 
172, 177; Tibetan, 165-166, 167, 
171, 172, 177 

Buffalo: demon ( see Mahi$a); sacri¬ 
ficed, 112 , 114, 146, 205-208 

Caitanya, 88 
Calcutta, 146 

Camunda, 117 , 145, 146, 147 , 148 - 
149 < 156, 159 
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Cantfa, 101, 118 
Can^alas, 118 

Can^amarl, 117, 146-147, 148 
Cancel, 117 
Candidas , 86-88 
Carmamuntfa, 147-148 
Cdrudatta, 155 
Caste, 63, 248-249 n. 12 
Catastrophe, 198, 204-205, 207, 208, 
209, 211 

Cauvery River, 189, 191 
Chastity, 74, 76, 78 
Chatterjee, Bankim Chandra, 181-183 
Cheating Death , 166 
Children, afflicted, 152, 153, 154-155, 
160 

Chinnamasta, 172-177; and blood, 
173, 175, 176; in Buddhism, 172- 
173; and cremation ground, 173, 
176; described, 172-173, 175; as 
Hindu deity, 173, 177; and lotus, 
173; as Mahavidyas, 165; as Nara- 
sirtiha, 161; as nude and headless, 
172, 175; represents life-death-sex 
cycle, 173, 175, 176; self-decapita¬ 
tion of, 162, 172,173, 175,176, 177; 
as VajrayoginT, 172-173, 175; wor¬ 
shiped, 173, 177 
Chola sculpture, 145 
Churning-of-the-ocean myth, 26-27, 
67, 112, 154. See also Creation 
Cow, 7, 10, 12, 16, 33 
Creation: Brahma in, }37; Brahmanas 
on, 178; Danu and, 16; Durga and, 
97, 102, 104-105; of gods, 133, 201; 
Kr§na in, 58, 93; Mahadevi in, 133, 
136-137, 141, 161; myths, 26-27, 
67,112,154,178; Pancaratra School 
on, 30; Parvatl in, 49, 50; Prajapati 
in, 178; primordial waters in, 16, 
21, 26; Rg-veda on, 188; rivers in, 
188; Sarasvatl in, 58, 62; Siva in, 
37, 38, 49, 50; sound in, 11, 13, 18; 
SrT-Laksml in, 21, 26-27, 30, 68; 
Vac in, 12; Vi$nu in, 30, 67-68, 161 


Cremation grounds, 5? 148; Chinna¬ 
masta in, 173, 176; Kali in, 116, 
117, 118, 124,125,126,130,147, 214 
Cry of Suffering to Tara , 167 

Dak§a, 9, 23, 36, 37, 53, 119; sacri¬ 
fice by, 38, 162, 163, 186; v. Siva, 
38, 39 

Dak§inakall, 130 
DamayantI, 78 

Dance: Kalis, 119-120, 130; of Mati- 
kas, 156; Siva's, 47, 48, 53, 119, 
120, 122, 203 
Dantura, 148 
Danu, 16 
Darmadra, 166 
Daruka, 118 

Dasamahavidyas, 119, 138 
Dasara festival, 106-107, 108, 110- 
111 

Dasavataracarita, 82, 83 
Dawn, 7, 8, 14 

Death, 129, 131; cheated, 167, 168, 
172; goddesses and, 13, 124, 125, 
128, 146-148, 149, 167, 168, 172, 
198, 206, 208; rituals, 191, 192-193, 
194; and sexuality, 173 
Delusion (maya), 100, 104-105, 135- 

136 

Demons: austerities by, 96, 101; buf¬ 
falo (see Mahi$a); Durga v., 95, 96- 
97, 98, 99, 100, 101-102, 104, 105, 
106, 107, 110, 112, 114-115, 118, 
138; goddesses, 153-154, 159; Kali 
v., 118, 119, 120, 124; Mahadevi 
v., 138, 144, 156, 158, 159; Parvatl 
v., 96; Siva and, 203; in Srl-Lak?ml, 
23-25; and village goddesses, 205, 
206, 208. See also Bali; Kaitabha; 
Madhu; Nisumbha; Sumbha 
Destruction: goddesses and, 13, 124, 
125, 128, 146-148, 149; by Siva, 47, 

137 

Devi. See Mahadevi 
Devi-bhagavata-purapa, 5&, 63, 82, 
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99, 109, 156; on Mahadevi, 133, 
137, 138, 139, 179 

Devi-mahatmya, 96, 132, 139; on 
Durga, 100, 101, 102, 104, 105, 106; 
on Kali, 118; on Mahadevi, 145, 
148, 179; on Matrkas, 156, 158 
Devi-purana, 109 

Devotion; divine-human, 82, 85, 89- 
90; of goddesses, 4; to Kr$na, 81- 
82, 84-85, 88-89, 90, 91, 92, 94; of 
Parvati, 35-36, 52-53, 54; of 
Radha, 81, 82, 85, 88-89, 90; to 
Radha, 90-91, 94; by ritual suicide, 
145-146; of Slta, 4, 79-80. See also 
Sakta devotionalism 
Dhara, 179 
Dharma (god), 23 

Dharma, 28, 40, 63, 129; and adhar- 
ma, 42; v. asceticism, 39; Durga 
and, 96,101; and mok$a, 4, 52; and 
mukti, 58; Parvati and, 4, 46, 47 
Dharma-sdstras, 4, 29, 99, 115 
Dharni Deota, 203 
Dhi$ana, 15 
Dhumavatl, 162, 163 
Dhvanyalokdlo-cana, 82 
Dimock, Edward, 211 
Dipavall (Dlvall) festival, 33, 34, 116 
Disease, and goddesses, 155, 160, 198, 
200, 204, 205, 208, 209, 211 
Diti, 152 

Divine couples: Kr§na and Radha as, 
91, 93; Rama and Slta as, 65, 78- 
79, 91; Siva and Parvati as, 52, 91 ; 
Siva and Sat! as, 40; sky and earth 
as, 25; Vi$nu and Lak§ml as, 91 
Divine essence. See Sakti 
Douglas, Mary, 129 
Dubois, Abbe J. A., 106 
Durga (demon), 96 
Durga, 3, 36, 95-115, 132, 166, 175 ; 
blood sacrifices to, 112-113, 114; as 
bloodthirsty, 97, 99, 100, 112; and 
Brahma, 96, 100; character of, 97; 
cosmic interventions by, 101-102; 
creates goddesses, 97, 102; and cre¬ 


ation, 104-105; as delusion, 100, 
104-105; v. demons, 95, 96-97, 98, 
99, 100, 101-102, 104, 105, 106, 
107, 110, 112, 114-115, 118, 138; 
Devi-bhdgavata-purana on, 99, 
138, Devi-mahatmya on, 100 , 101, 
102, 104, 105, 106; and earth, 105; 
and fertility, 95, 111-112, 113, 114; 
festival for ( see Durga Puja); forms 
of, 95, 96, 101, 114, 118, 165; 
guards dharma, 96, 101; as hunger, 
100; hymns to, 107-108; as inde¬ 
pendent, 97, 99, 115; intercedes, 
102-104; and Kali, 97 , 112, 118, 
124, 125, 165; Kalikd-purdna on, 
108-109; as liminal, 97 , 99-100, 
101, 115; and lion, 95, 97, 106, 109; 
Mahdbhdrata on, 107; as Maha¬ 
devi, 138; and Matrkas, 118; in me¬ 
dieval Hinduism, 96, 109; and mili¬ 
tary themes, 106-111; as mother, 
95, 113, 114, 181; and mountains, 
99, 107; names for, 99, 100, 104, 
105, 107, 117; and nine crops, 111; 
as non-Aryan, 96; origin of, 96-97, 
101 , 104; and Pan^ava brothers, 
107, 108; and prakrti, 104, 105; 
protects warriors, 107-109; and 
Rama, 107, 108, 109; Ramdyana 
on, 107, 108; and sakti, 97, 104, 
105; as sexually dangerous, 114- 
115; as Siva's wife, 95 , 113, 114, 
115; as sleep, 100 ; suitors of, 97 -99; 
in Tamil, 114-115; in Vedic litera- 
ture ' 18, 95; and Vi§nu, 96, 97, 
100 -101, 102, 104; worshiped, 99 , 
10°' 102, 106-115, 177 
Dnrga Puja, 95; animal sacrifices in, 
112, 113, 114, 146 ; in Bengal, 113, 
115; daughters return in, 113-114, 
115; as harvest festival. 111 , 112; 
military themes and, 106, 107, 109, 
110 -111; ribald behavior in, 112 , 
113; Srl-Lak§ml worshiped in, 33 
Dussaha, 154 
Duty, 31 
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Dvaraka, 83 
Dwarf, 28, 188 
Dyaus, 8, 9, 25 
Dyavaprthivi, 8 

Earth, 25, 105; as goddess, 17, 178- 
184; goddess rooted in, 186; Maha- 
devl as/and, 143, 149-150, 179- 
181, 186, 187; as mother, 181; Par- 
vatl as, 50; PrthivI as, 8, 178, 179; 
sacred power of, 185; Sat! as, 40; 
Slta as, 68, 70; sky and, 40, 50 
Eck, Diana, 192, 196 
Elephants, 21, 22, 34, 163 

Fertility, 214, 218-219; agricultural 
and human as interdependent, 113; 
Durga and, 95, 111-112, 113, 114; 
and Ganges River, 194, 196; of In- 
dra, 25; Kali and, 146; kings and, 
22, 67-70; lotus and, 21; of PrthivI, 
9; of Sarasvatl, 10-11, 55, 56, 58; 
of SinivalT, 15; of Slta, 65, 66, 67, 
70; of Srl-Lak?ml, 4, 20, 22, 23, 26, 
28, 33, 58, 68; and Yak$as, 26 
Festival: Annakuta, 143; in Banaras, 
143; in Bengal, 113, 115, 146; Da- 
sara, 106-107, 108, 110-111; Dlpa- 
vall, 33, 34, 116; Durga's (see 
Durga Puja); function of, 207, 209; 
harvest, 111, 112; as liminal, 207; 
for MahadevT, 143; in North India, 
63-64; as ritual disorder, 209; 
Sarasvatl's, 63-64; Srl-Lak?ml's, 
33; for village goddesses, 199, 202, 
204-208, 209; vows in, 206 
Figurines, 212-215, 216, 217, 218, 
219, 220 

Fire: cult, 55; as purifying, 189 
Forbes, Alexander, 106-107 
Forest, 16, 41 

Gaja-Lak$mT, 22, 34 
Gandharvas, 60 
Ganesa, 34, 44, 45, 95, 114 
Ganga, 3, 56, 57, 79, 190, 192 


Gahgd Lahari, 193 
Gaftga Ma, 193-194 
Ganges River: Agni-purdna on, 191; 
ancestor rituals on, 193; Brahma 
and, 189, 196; Brhaddharma-purana 
on, 191; and death rituals, 191, 192- 
193; descends from heaven, 188- 
189, 192, 195; and fertility, 194, 196; 
Gupta period on, 191-192; health 
restored by, 194-195, 196; hymn to, 
194; and Karttikeya, 195; and Kr$na, 
188; as link between worlds, 192- 
193; as mother, 193-194; names for, 
193; nourishes, 194; as Parvatl's co¬ 
wife, 195; personified, 191-192; pil¬ 
grimages to, 191, 192-193, 194, 196; 
as sacred, 188-196; as sakti, 195; 
and Siva, 188, 189, 192, 195-196; 
source of, 191; as threshold, 191- 
192; and Vi$nu, 188-189, 192, 196 
Garuda, 156 
Garuda-purana, 117 
Gautfavaho, 107, 117 
Gaurl, 46, 119, 145 
Geography, 4; sacred, 38, 40, 56, 178- 

196 (see also Ganges River); PTthas; 
TTrthas 

Giriputrl, 41 
Girirajaputrl, 41 
Girlsa, 41 

Gitagovinda, 82, 83, 85, 86 
Goat, 146 

God(s), 3, 5, 6; cowherd, 81; create 
goddesses, 96-97, 101, 104, 156; 
divine play of, 105; as dominant, 17; 
and goddesses, 16-17, 23-26, 222 n. 
24 (see also Divine couples); in¬ 
tervention of, 102; king of, 23; and 
MahadevT, 137-138; and Matrkas, 
151, 156, 160; mother of, 9, 66; 
power of (sakti), 49, 156; Sanskrit, 

197 

Goddess(es): ambivalent, 208; and 
animals, 219; animal sacrifices to, 
146; battle/warrior, 18, 63, 176, 177 
(see also Durga; Kali); Bengal, 3; in 
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Buddhism, 153, 172-173; on coins, 
37; created, 96-97, 101, 102, 104, 
156; as dangerous if unmarried, 115, 
202, 203-204, 227-228 n. 52, 235 n. 
58; demon, 153-154, 159; as domi¬ 
nant, 216; earth as, 17, 178-184; on 
figurines, 212-215, 216, 217, 218, 
219-220; forest, 16; geographical, 3, 
4 ( see also Gahga); and gods, 16-17, 
18, 222 n. 24 ( see also Divine 
couples); “grace" of, 204, 208, 211; 
headless, 172, 173, 175, 176; hun¬ 
gry, 148; India, as, 178, 181-184; 
Indo-European, 223 n. 3; as Maha- 
devl manifested, 4, 5, 18, 42, 
138-139, 140; male attendants of, 
198; masculine roles of, 4; minor, 
14-17; as mother, 5, 7, ( see also 
Matrkas); natures of, 5; nude, 116, 
125, 172, 175, 176; powers of, 63; 
and prakrti, 3; and prayer, 11; river, 
55-57, 58; as role models, 63; and 
sacred sites, 185-186; sacrificial, 11, 
15; sakti personified by, 49, 63, 104, 
122, 133, 156; on seals, 215, 217, 
218-219, 220; sex roles expressed by, 
4; and snakes, 211; swords named 
for, 109-110; Tamil, 198; Tantric, 
122; tensions expressed by, 4; unity 
°f/ 41, 132-133 ( see also Maha- 
devl); in Vedic texts, 2, 6-18; vil¬ 
lage ( see Village goddesses); wor- 
shiped, 145-146, 153, 154, 212-220 
Gopis, 83-85, 159 

Grace, 54; of goddesses, 204, 208, 211; 

of Siva, 36, 53, 54; of Vi 5 nu, 31, 32 
Gramadevata, 197 
GranthakarinI, 60 
Guhyatiguhya-tantra, 161 
Gundadabbe, 145 
Gupta ideology, 181, 191-192 

Halima, 152 

Hanuman, 72, 73, 79, 80 
Haravijaya , 147 
Hariscandra, 139 


Harltl, 153 

Harivathsa, 66 , 83, 140 
Harsacarita, 155 

Heat: of austerities, 42, 43, 48, 71; of 
fidelity, 71 
Hemacandra, 83 
Hermaphrodism, 50 
Himalaya, 97, 114, 119 
Himalaya Mountains, 36, 37, 40, 99 
Himavat, 36, 37, 42, 140 
Hinduism; on ahirhsa, 146; blood and 
death in, 128-129; Brahmanic, 2 , 
146; classical, 55, 56; epic period in, 
19, 36-37; goddesses as dominant 
in, 216; ideals of, 77 ; later, 17-18, 
73-29, 55, 57-64; on liriga and yoni, 
216, 217; marital roles in, 76-77; 
medieval, 18, 27-28, 40, 96, 109, 
156, 216; mok$a as goal in, 63; 
popular, 2, 3, 79, 146; post-epic 
period in, 2, 155-156; refinement of 
nature in, 63; river-crossing meta¬ 
phor in, 56; rivers as sacred in, 189; 
sakti in, 133, 135; speech in, 59; 
woman's role in, 76-77 
Homages to the Twenty-one Taras, 
166, 168 
Hotra, 11 , 15 

Householder, 35, 43, 46; v. ascetic, 
46-48, 49, 52 

Hunger, 100 , 146-148, 149 
Hymns; to Durga, 107-108; to Ganges 
River, 194; to Kali, 124, 125, 127- 
128; to MahadevI, 140, 141, 142; to 
PrthivT, 9, 178, 179; to Slta, 66 ; to 
SrT-Laksmi, 20 , 21 ; to Tara, 166, 
167, 168, 170. See also Mantra 

Ida- 11, 15 
Ila, 15 

Immortality, 26; nectar/milk of, 26- 
27, 67-68, 112 , 154, 194 
India; as body of Devi, 187; as cen- 
ter of world, 56; as goddess, 178, 
181-184; independence movement 
in, 181, 182; Kali as, 181; as mother. 
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181, 182, 184, 185; North, 34, 65, 
78, 197, 204, 211 (see also Bengal); 
as sacred, 178, 185; as Satis burial 
ground, 187; South, 146, 197, 198, 
200 , 202 (see also Tamil); villages 
in, 197 

Indra, 6, 9, 16, 17, 67, 109, 156; 
brings rain, 25; fertility of, 25; and 
Karttikeya, 152; as king of gods, 
23; and Matrkas, 151, 153; and 
plow, 25; and PrthivI, 91; and 
rivers, 188; and Sarasvatl, 56; and 
Slta, 66; and SrT-Lak$mI, 23, 25, 
27; and Vrtra, 188 
IndranI (SacI), 17, 18 
Indus Valley, 212-220; goddess figu¬ 
rines in, 214-215, 216, 217, 218- 
219, 220; great mother cult in, 216; 
religion in, 215-216; Saktism in, 
216; stone symbols in, 215-216, 217 

Jagaddhatrl, 126, 143 
Jaganmata, 60 
Jagatlkanda, 133 
Jagganatha, 193 
Jainism, 56, 107, 245 n. 10 
Jajpur, 148 
]akata tales, 195 
Janaka, 68 
Jara, 153-154 
Jayadeva, 82, 83, 85 
JihvagravasinI, 59 
Jiianasakti, 59 
Jumna, 56 

Jumna River, 84, 189, 191-192 
Jye$tha, 154 

Kadambari, 117, 155 
Kadru, 152 

Kaitabha, 96, 100, 101, 102, 104, 109 
KakT, 152 

Kali, 3, 18, 44, 46, 116-131, 202, 
204; in Agni-purdna, 117; appear¬ 
ance of, 116, 117, 118, 119, 122, 
124-125, 126, 130, 181; as battle 
goddess, 116-117, 118, 119, 120, 


130, 131; in Bengal, 116, 120, 122, 
125; in Bhagavata-purana, 117; and 
blood, 128; blood sacrifices to, 116, 
117, 146, 173, 175; and Brahma, 
122 ; as Camunda, 117, 156; as 
Candl, 117; and cremation ground, 
116, 117, 118, 124, 125, 126, 130, 
147, 214; as Dak$inakall, 130; 
dances, 119-120, 130; as dangerous; 
as death, destruction, 124, 125, 
128; v. demons, 118, 119, 120, 124; 
in Devi-niahatmya, 118 ; as domi¬ 
nant, 120 ; and Durga, 97, 112, 118, 
124, 125, 165; early representations 
of, 213, 214; and fertility, 146; 
festival for, 116; as forbidden, 124; 
as frightening, 116, 117, 124, 125, 
165; in Garuda-purdna, 117; hymn 
to, 124, 125, 127-128; as India, 181; 
as Kr§na, 161; as liminal, 117-118, 
131; as MahadevI manifestation, 
122-123; as Mahavidya, 119, 122, 
161, 162, 164, 165, 172; mantra of, 

122, 124; as mistress of universe, 

124, 125; as mother, 126, 127; 128, 
181; as nude, 116, 125, 162, 163, 
181; origin of, 118; as Parvatl's 
alter ego, 118-119, 120, 124, 126, 
165; as reality, 122, 124, 128, 129- 
131; in Sakta devotionalism, 122, 

125, 126; as sakti, 123; and/as Satl, 
119, 163, 165; as savior, 124, 125; 
and Slta, 119; and Siva, 116, 118, 
119-120, 122, 123, 124, 126, 127, 
130, 131, 203; in Tantrism, 122- 

123, 124, 125, 126-127, 147, 164; as 
Tara, 165, 171-172; and thieves, 
117; threatens cosmos, 116, 120, 
122 , 124; as VindhyavasinT, 117; 
and Vi$nu, 122; worshiped, 116, 
117-118, 120, 122, 124, 125-126, 
127, 128, 130-131, 147, 165 

Kalidasa, 37 

Kallghat temple, 146 

Kalikd-purana , 108-109, 145, 147,163 

Kalpanasakti, 59 



272 


INDEX 


Kama, 42, 47, 142, 143, 173 

Kamada-tantra, 123 

Kamagiri, 186, 187 

Kamakhya, 145, 186, 187 

Kdmdkhya-t antra, 122 

Kamala, 162, 163. See also SrI-Lak$mT 

Kamarupa, 38 

Karhsa, 83, 84 

Kannagi, 201 

Kanniyakumari, 202 

Kapila, 188 

Kardama, 20 

Karpuradi-stotra, 124, 125 
Karttikeya, 36, 43, 44, 95, 114; birth 
of, 152; and Ganges River, 195; and 
Indra, 152; Mahabharata on, 152- 
153; Matrkas and, 151, 152, 153, 
155, 156 


KaumarT, 156, 159 
Kausika-sutra, 66 
Kausiki, 119 
Kavijihvagravasinl, 59 
Kavitavall, 78, 79 
Kena-upanisad, 36 
Kesai Khati, 145 

King/kingship, 4, 68, 181; and ferti 
ity, 22, 67-70; of gods, 23 
Korravai, 176, 177 
Kotavl, 176, 177 

Kr?na, 96, 107, 139; as androgynou: 
58, 92-93; in Bengal, 88-89, 90, 9; 
Bhagavata-purana on, 83, 84; an 
creation, 58, 93; devotion tc 
81-82, 84-85, 88-89, 90, 91, 92, 9< 
and Ganges River, 188; and gopu 
83-85, 159; as incarnation of Vi?ni 
83-84; as irresistible, 81, 82, 84, Si 
Kali as, 161; and Kamsa, 83 84 
and Matrkas, 154; and Radha’ 81 
82, 83, 85, 89, 91, 92-94; and rea, 
ity, 58, 92; and Rukminl, 81; sak, 
of, 58, 91, 92; and Sarasvatl, 58 
59; and Satyabhama, 81; in Vraja 
82, 83, 84, 85; worshiped 88-89 
90, 91 


Kr?nananda Agamavagisa, 171 
Krttiva sa, 109 


K$emendra, 82, 83, 145 
K§etrapati, 66 
Kubera, 25, 34 
Kulli culture, 212 , 213 
Kumaragupta, 181 
Kumara Kampana, 110 
Kumar\-t antra, 145 
Kurma-purdna, 140 
Kurukulla, 170. See also Tara 


Lak$mana, 70, 74, 79 
Lak$ml. See SrT-Lak$mT 
Laksmi-tantra, 30, 31 
Lalita, 90, 91 

Lalita-sahasrandma, 133; on Maha- 
devl, 137, 138, 140, 141, 142, 143, 
179 

Lanka, 109 

Liminality, 207; of dead, 131; of 
Durga, 97 99-100; of infants, 131; 
of Kali, 117-118, 131 
Linga: Siva's, 38, 39, 49, 195, 217; and 
yoni, 40, 49, 52, 216, 217 
Linga-purdna, 118, 154 
Lion: Durga rides, 95 , 97, 106, 109; 

Vi$nu as man-, 152, 159, 181 
Lohitayani, 152 

Lotus, 163, 173; and elephant, 22; and 
fertility, 21; as pure, 21; and Saras- 
vatl ' 62; seat, 21; and SrT-Lak$mI, 
21, 22, 32 

Love in separation ( viraha), 81, 82- 
83, 85, 89, 93 
Lozang tenpe jets'en, 167 


Madhu, 96, 100, 101, 102, 104, 109 
Mahabhdgavata-purdna, 163, 164, 
165, 191 

Mahabharata, 29, 36, 41, 67, 81, 107; 
on Karttikeya, 152-153; on Ma- 
hadevl, 141; on Matrkas, 151, 153, 
154, 155, 158, 160; Sabha-parva of, 
153; Salya-parva of, 152; Vana- 
parva of, 151, 153 
Mahacinatara, 170-171, 172 
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MahadevT, 132-150; appearance of, 

137, 139-140, 141-142; as auspi¬ 
cious, 139-150; austerities by, 159; 
as bee, 239 n. 23; as bloodthirsty, 
139-140, 144, 145; brings rain, 143; 
as cosmic queen, 137-138, 161; and 
creation, 133, 136-137, 141, 161; as 
dangerous, 139-140, 144, 146-147; 
and death, 146-148, 149; and delu¬ 
sion, 135-136; v. demons, 138, 144, 
156, 158, 159; as destruction, 146- 
148, 149; DevT-bhagavata-purdna 
on, 133, 137, 138, 139, 179; DevT- 
rndhatniya on, 145, 148, 179; as 
dominant, 135, 137-138, 164; as 
dreadful, 139-140, 144, 149; earth/ 
world and, 143, 149-150, 179-181, 
186, 187; festival for, 143; as food, 

141, 143-144, 149; forms of, 119, 

138, 139-150, 159, 161; function of, 
137-139, 140-141; gods are depen¬ 
dent on, 137-138; human sacrifice 
to, 145; and hunger, 146-148, 149; 
hymn to, 140, 141, 142; India as 
body of, 187; and Kama, 142, 143; 
Lalitd-sahasrandma on, 137, 138, 
140, 141, 142, 143, 179; as libera¬ 
tion, 141; as mad, 140; Nlahdbhd- 
rata on, 141; Mahavidyas and, 161; 
Matrkas as form of, 158; as mother, 
133, 138, 139, 149, 186; names of, 
133, 135, 135, 138, 140, 141, 142, 
143, 179; negative aspects of, 135, 
139-140; other goddesses manifest 
as, 4, 5, 18, 42, 122-123, 136, 138- 

139, 140, 141, 143, 164; and Par- 
vatl, 139, 140; as prakrti, 135-136, 

142, 143, 179; as protectress, 139, 

140, 144, 145; as reality, 132, 133, 
135, 136-137, 141; and sakti, 133, 
135, 136, 142, 143; Saundaryala- 
hari on, 137, 141, 142; as sexual 
desire, 142-143, 149; and Siva, 133, 
142, 164; and Vi$nu, 133, 138, 139; 
as warrior, 138, 139, 144; and wis¬ 
dom and learning, 141; worshiped, 
139, 140, 141, 145 


Mahamatrkas, 152. See also Matrkas 
Mahamaya, 100, 104, 135 
Mahamaya-vijayavahinI Tara, 170 
Mahamoha, 100 
MahanavamI, 107 
Mahdnirvdna-tantra, 123, 140 
Mahasurl, 100 
MahavanT, 59 

Mahavidyas, 161-165, 175; Chin- 
namasta as, 165; described, 163; as 
fearsome, 163, 164; function of, 
163-164; as group, 164-165; Kali 
as, 119, 122, 161, 162, 164, 165, 
172; and MahadevT, 161; named, 
162; number of, 161; origin of, 162; 
and ritual, 164; as Sakta version of 
Vi§nu's forms, 161-162; and Satl, 
162, 163, 164; and Siva, 162, 163, 
164, 172; in Tantrism, 164; wor¬ 
shiped, 161, 164. See also Tara 
Mahesvarl, 156, 159 
MahT, 11, 15, 179 

Mahi$a, 95, 96, 98, 99, 100, 101, 102, 
105, 106, 110, 112, 114-115, 138 
MalatT, 117 

Nlalatimadhava, 117, 119-120, 145, 
147 

MalinT, 152 
Manasa, 197, 210, 211 
Mdnasdra-silpa-sdstra, 147 
Manavala Mamunikal, 32 
M andalas, 21 
Manikkavacakar, 46, 53 
Manimekalai, 145 

Mantras, 6, 12, 107; Kalis, 122, 124; 
power of, 59; Srl-Lak^ml's, 30; 
Tara's, 170 
Manu, 57 

Nlanu-dharma-sastra, 70-71 
Mara, 170 

Mariyamman, 146, 197, 200-201, 211 
Marriage, 15, 199 
Marshall, Sir John, 217 
Matangl, 162, 163, 207-208 
Mathura, 82, 83 

Matrkas, 3, 41, 151-160, 176, 177; 
afflict children, 152, 153, 154-155, 
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160; Bhagavata-purana on, 159; as 
bloodthirsty, 156, 158; dance, 156; 
as dangerous, 151, 152, 153, 155, 
159; v. demons, 156, 158, 159; de¬ 
scribed, 151-152, 153, 156; Devx- 
bhagavata-purana on, 156; Devi- 
mahatmya on, 156, 158; and dis¬ 
ease, 155, 160; and Durga, 118; and 
gods, 151, 153, 156, 158, 160; as 
group, 151, 158, 160; as inauspi¬ 
cious, 151, 152, 153, 154, 159; and 
Indra, 151, 153; and Karttikeya, 

151, 152, 153, 155, 156; Kr$na and, 
154; Mahabharata on, 151, 153, 
154, 155, 158, 160; and MahadevT, 
156, 158, 159; as malevolent, 155, 
159; Matsya-purana on, 158-159; 
in medieval period, 156; named, 
156, 159; Natya-sastra on, 155; as 
non-Aryan, 155; number of, 151, 

152, 153, 156, 158, 160; origin of, 
97, 156, 158; in postepic period, 
155-156; as protective, 151, 153; 
and Siva, 155, 158-159; as siva and 


aswa, 152; speak several languages 
153, 155; Vdmana-purana on, 156 
158; Varaha-purana on, 159- ir 
Vedic texts. 151; as village goddesses 
155, 160; as warriors, 156, 158, 159 
worshiped, 154, 155-156 
Matsya-purana, 158-159 
See Delusion 
M ena, 37, 42, 43, 114 
Milk See Nectar of immortality 
MinaksI, 202-203 
Mitra, 6, 9 


Mohinl, 67 

101,164. 191; and dharma, 4 
% as 8 ° a1 ' in Tantrism, 123; 
and unity of opposites, 123 

M ° ther ' 5 ' 7 ; Aditi as, 9, 10 ; Bengal 
as, 181; Durga as, 95, 113 114 
181; earth as, 181; Ganges Riveras,' 
193-194; of gods, 9, 10 , 66 ; India 
as, 181, 182, 184, 185; Kallas, 126, 
■^37, 128, 181; MahadevT as, 133 


138, 139, 149, 186; PrthivT as, 8, 9; 
Radha as, 93; RatrT as, 14; Saras- 
vatl as, 11; STta as, 66, 78, 79; Vac 
as 12; of world, 78, 79. See also 
Matrkas 

Mountains, 37, 41, 99, 107. See also 
Himalaya Mountains 
Mount Kailasa, 43, 202 
Mount Meru, 147, 179, 189, 191 
Mrcchakatika, 155 
Mukti, 58 
Mulaprakrti, 135 
Munda, 101, 118 
Music, 11, 55, 60 

Nanda, 83 
Narada, 109 
Narasimha, 159, 161 
Narasimhl, 156 
Narmada River, 189 
Nature. See Prakrti 
Nataya-sastra, 155 
Navaratra festival. See Durga Puja 
Nectar of immortality, 26-27, 67-68, 
112, 154, 194 

Nigama-kalpataru, 122 
Nilamata-purana, 21 
Nirnayasindhu, 107 
Nirrti, 13 
Nirupama, 133 
Niruttara-tantra, 122 
Nirvana-tantra, 122 
Nisumbha, 96, 101 , 102 , 118 119 
156, 158 

Cean - $ ee Churning-of-the-ocean 

myth 

Order, 203, 204. See also Dharma; Rta 
Onssa, 33 

Padma. See SrT-Lak^mT 
l wma-purana, 82 

Pa iala, 152 

Pa Hava sculpture, 145 
Pancaratra schol, 29-31 
Paiicatattva ritual, 123-124 
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Pantfava brothers, 107, 108 
Panis, 16 
Paramesvarl, 133 
Parendi, 15 
Parjanya, 9, 66 

Parvatl, 3, 34, 35-54, 78, 79, 132; 
alter ego of, 118-119,120,124,126, 
165; as androgynous, 50; austerities 
of, 42-43, 44, 53, 119; child of, 41- 
42, 43, 44; complexion of, 42, 44- 
46, 119; as creation force, 49, 50; 
dark side of, 46; v. demons, 96; de¬ 
votion of, 35-36, 52-53, 54; and 
dharma, 4, 46, 47; as domesticator, 
46, 47, 48, 120-122; as Durga, 95, 
96, 114; as earth, 50; as forester, 41; 
and Ganges River, 195; as Gaurl, 
46, 119; as grace, 36, 53, 54; as 
householder, 35 43, 46, 49: and 
MahadevI, 42, 139, 140; as media¬ 
tor, 53, 54; and mountains, 37, 41; 
myths, 38, 41-46; nature of, 41; not 
in Vedic texts, 18, 36; and prakrti, 
49; as preserver, 47, 48; as reincar¬ 
nation of Satl, 35, 36-37, 42; as role 
model, 35; in Sakta texts, 41; as 
sakti, 35-36, 49-50; and Siva, 4, 
35-36, 41-44, 46-50, 52, 53-54, 91, 
116, 120-122, 195; as student, 54, 
122; and Soma, 47; §rI-Lak$mI 
compared to, 35, 36; in Tamil Saiv- 
ism, 53-54; worshiped, 53 
Pativrata, 71, 76 
PaurnamasI, 90 
Peasant culture, 212-214 
Periyapalayattamman, 197 
Periyavaccan Pillai, 32 
Picchila-tantra, 122 
Pilgrimages, 184, 191, 192-193, 194, 
196 

Pithas, 38, 40, 184-187 
Poetry, 55, 60 
Pollution, 189 
Power. See Sakti, Sri 
Prahlada, 23-25 
Prajapati, 9, 12, 13, 20, 178 


Prakrti , 58; Durga and, 104, 105; 
MahadevI as, 135-136, 142, 143, 
179; Parvatl and, 49; Radha and, 
92; as reality, 3; SarasvatT and, 62; 
Sri-Lak?ml as, 31 
Pratibha, 59 

Primordial waters, 16, 21, 26. See also 
Chuming-of-the-ocean myth 
PfthivI, 10, 11, 126, 140; and Dyaus, 
8, 9,25; as earth, 8,17,178,179; fer¬ 
tility of, 9; and gods, 9, 17; hymns 
to, 9, 178, 179; as mother, 8, 9 
Pfthu, 67 

Puja. See Durga Puja; Festival 
Purartidhi, 15 
Puranas, 37, 83 

Purification: by fire, 189; rites, 63, 
129; by river, 56, 57, 189-191, 192; 
by SarasvatT, 11, 55, 56 
Purity, 21, 62 
Puru$a, 49, 58, 92 
Pusan, 15 

Putana, 152, 154, 159 


Rabindranath Tagore, 183 
Rada, 4 

Radha, 3, 18, 81-94; adultery of, 81, 
82-83, 86, 88, 89, 90, 91-92; as an¬ 
drogynous, 92-93; belongs to an¬ 
other, 89-92, 93; Bengal Vai$navas 
on, 3, 89, 90, 91; Brahma-vaivarta - 
purana on, 92, 93, 94; in creation, 
93; devotion of, 81, 82, 85, 88-89, 
90; devotion to, 90-91, 94; as emo¬ 
tional, 81, 82, 85-86; as goddess, 91, 
92, 93, 9A) jealousy of, 94; and 
Kr$na 81-82, 83, 85, 89, 91, 92-94; 
as mother, 93; names for, 93; poems 
to, 86-88; and prakrti, 92; as sakti, 
91, 92 

Radhavallabhins, 94 
Rain, 22, 58, 66, 143 
Rajagfha, 153 
Rajasuya, 22 
Raka, 15 
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RaksasI, 152 
RaktabTja, 101, 118 
Raktadantika, 148 

Rama: cult, 79, 80; and Durga, 107, 
108, 109; as ideal king, 68; origin of, 
68 , 70, 74; and Ravana, 109, 119, 
139; and Slta, 65, 67, 68, 70-78, 79, 
91; as supreme deity, 78, 80; as 
virile, 68; worshiped, 65, 78 
Ramanuja, 225 n. 53 
Ramayana (Krttivasa's), 109 
Ramayana (ValmTki's), 36, 66, 78; on 
Durga, 107, 108; on Hindu ideals, 
77; on Rama, 68; on Slta, 65, 68, 70, 
71-72, 76, 79, 80 
Ramcarit-manas, 78, 79. 80 
Ram Lila,' 78, 79 
Ramnagar, 177 

Ramprasad Sen, 125, 126, 127-128, 
165, 171-172 
Rati, 42, 173 
Ratnakara, 147 
Ratrl, 14 

Ravana, 68, 70, 72, 73, 74, 76, 108; 

slain, 109, 119, 139 
Ray, Niharranjan, 185 
Reality: Kali as, 122, 124, 128, 129- 
131; Kr§na and, 58, 92; MahadevI 
as, 132, 133, 135, 136-137, 141; 
prakrti as, 3; sakti as, 135; in 
sound, 59; in Tantrism, 122; as 
transcendent female, 132, 133; ulti¬ 
mate, 58, 136-137, 141 
Revati, 152 

Rg-veda, 12 , 67; Aditi in, 9 ; appendix 
to, 20 ; on creation, 188; gods in, 6 ; 
as mantras, 6; minor goddesses in, 
14-17; Nirrti in, 13; PrthivI in, 8 , 9, 
178, 179; Ratrlin, 14; rivers in, 187- 
188; sacrifice in, 15; Samara in, 16; 
Sarasvatl in, 10 , 11, 56, 59; Saras¬ 
vatl River in, 187-188; speech in, 
11 ; Surya in, 15; U$as in, 6-7 
Ritual: abhisekha, 22; Agnicayana, 
66 ; ancestor, 193; consecration, 22; 
death, 191, 192-193, 194; life-cycle. 


63; and Mahavidyas, 164; panca- 
tattva, 123-124; purification, 63, 
129; sacrifice, 15, 66, 178; on Saras- 
vatl River, 57; and Satl, 164; of 
subjugation, 172; suicide, 145-146; 
Tantric, 123-124; Tara and, 172; 
Vac and, 12 

River: in creation, 188; crossing, 56- 
57, 184, 185, 186, 192; goddess (see 
Sarasvatl); Indra and, 188; as puri¬ 
fying, 56, 57, 189-191; in Rg-veda, 
187-188; as sacred, 56, 57, 184, 
187-196. See also Ganges River; 
Sarasvatl River 
Rsi. See Sage 
Rta, 7-8, 10 
Rudra, 17 
Rudrani, 17, 36 
Rudra-yamala, 171 
RukminI, 81 
Rupa Gosvamin, 90 


Sabaras, 99, 117 
Sabda-brahman, 13 
SabdavasinT, 59 
Sad, 17, 18 

Sacrifice, 18, 116, 117, 171, 173-175, 
218; animal, 15, 112, 113, 114, 146, 
205-208; Dak$a's, 38, 162, 163, 
186; at Durga Puja, 146; goddesses 
°f, 11, 15; human, 145; humiliation 
in, 205-206; to MahadevI, 145; in 
Rg-veda, 15; ritual, 15, 66, 178; 
Siva and, 38, 39, 40; Soma's, 15, 
23; in South India, 146 
Sddhaka. See Tantrism 
Sadhana, 123 
Sadhanamala, 171, 175 
Sagara, 188, 193, 194 
Sage, 6 , 11, 12, 152, 154, 188 
Sailasuta, 41 
Saivism, 36, 53-54 
Sakambhari, 105, 143, 179 
Sakhlbhavas, 94 

Sakta theology, 18, 38, 41, 122, 125, 
126, 161-162; on pithas, 184-187 



INDEX 


277 


Sakti, 13, 17, 18; of Ammavaru, 201 ; 
of bliss, 91; Durga and, 97, 104, 
105; as essence of divine, 133, 135; 
Ganges River as, 195; as god's pow¬ 
er, 49 , 156; Kali as, 123; Krona's, 
58, 91, 92; MahadevI as, 133, 135, 
136, 142, 143; ParvatT as, 35-36, 
49-50; personified in goddess, 49, 
63, 104, 122 , 133, 156; Radha as, 
91, 92; as reality, 135; SarasvatT as, 
58; Siva's, 35-36, 49-50, 122; 
SrT-Lak§mT as, 30, 31; Vi$nu's, 30, 


31 


SaktirupinT, 60 
Samadhi, 139 
Sama-veda, 12 
Sami tree, 108 
Samkhya philosophy, 135 
Samskaras, 63, 129 
Sarama, 16, 152 
Saranyu, 16 

SarasvatT, 3, 55-64, 95, 114; appear¬ 
ance of, 58, 60; as ascetic, 63; and 
Asvinas, 56; birth of, 57-58; bless¬ 
ings of, 62; as bountiful, 56; and 
Brahma, 55, 57, 58, 59, 63; 
Brdhmanas on, 11, 55, 57; and 


Brahmans, 60; character of, 58, 60, 
62, 63; as cosmic, 60; and creation, 
58, 62; and culture/arts, 11, 17, 55, 
5 7 59 , 60, 141; Devi-bhagavata- 


purdna on, 63; fertility of, 10 11, 
55, 56, 58; festival of, 63-64; as 
healer, 56; and Indra, 56; and 
Krsna, 58, 59; and Lakfml, 58; in 
later Hinduism, 17-18, 55, 57-64, 
and lotus, 62; and MahadevI, 141; 
as mother, 11; and music 11, 55 
60; names for, 59, 60; and prakrt, 
62; as pure, 62; as purifymg, 11,55, 
56; and rain, 58; Rg-veda on, 10, 
it 56 59 ; and religious rites, 60, 
as 'river goddess, 10,11, 55 - 57 , 58; 
and sacrificial goddesses, , 
sakti, 58; and Sarasvati River, 
55-57, 187-188; Satapatha-brah- 


mana on 56; and Soma, 58; as 
speech, 17-18, 55, 57, 59-60, 62; 
and swan, 62; and thought/learn¬ 
ing/knowledge/wisdom, 17, 55, 57, 
58, 59-60, 62,141; and Vac, 11, 55; 
and Vi$nu, 58, 59 
SarasvatT River, 55-57, 187-188 
Sarvadhara, 133 
Sarvaga, 133 
SarvalokesT, 133 
SarvasastravasTnT, 60 
SarvavidyasvarupinT, 60 

Satak§T, 125, 143, 175 

Satapatha-brdhmana, 56 

Sati, 46; body of forms pithas, 38, 40, 
186-187; as earth, 40; as faithful, 
40 41; and/as KalT, 119, 163, 165; 
as Kamakhya, 186-187; and Maha¬ 
devI, 42, 140, 164; as Mahavidya 
162 163, 164; as mediator, 39-40; 
myth of, 35, 37-41; reincarnated 
35 36-37, 42; rituals and, 164; and 
L 35, 37, 38-41, 163, 164, 172, 
186; suicide of, 35, 38, 39, 40 , 

163, 186; and Vi?pu, l86 ' W ^' 
shiped, 186-187; yon. of, 38, 8v, 
40, 186, 187. See also Parvati 

Satyabhama, 81 
Saundaryalahari, 137, 141, 

Savitr, 15 
Savitfi, 72, 78 
Self (atman), 93, 141 
Self-decapitation, 145-1 
Self-immolation, 145, 146 
Serpent, 27, 67, 147 

5e?a ' 147 j th 173- of Durga, 
5e n4 a -115;of Mahadevl,^-! 4 ^ 

£■25 


, 209 

146 ,- qi 

temasabddnusana, 83 

iiharam, 145, 201 
. 15 
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Slta, 3, 65-80, 81, 109, 132; abducted, 
70, 72-73, 74; and agriculture, 65- 
66; appearance of, 72-73; as Arya, 
66; birth, 68, 70; chastity of, 74, 76, 
78; as devotee, 4, 79-80; as earth, 
68, 70; exiled, 74, 76; and fertility, 
65, 66, 67, 70; hymn to, 66; and In- 
dra, 66; as intermediary, 79, 80; 
and Kali, 119; as mother, 66, 76, 

78, 79; as model wife, 65, 70-78, 

79, 80; and Parjanya, 66, in 
popular Hinduism, 79; and rain, 
66; and Rama, 65, 67, 68, 70-79, 
91; Ramayana on, 65, 68, 70, 
71-72, 76, 79, 80; tested, 73-74, 76; 


in Vedic texts, 18, 65; worshiped 
65, 79 

STtala, 204, 211 

Siva, 30, 34, 96, 97, 109, 156, 24< 
n. 24; as Agni, 47; as Ardhana 
rlsvara, 49, 50, 52, 53; asceticisn 
of, 35, 38, 39, 40, 46, 48, 52, 53- 
54; as Bhairava, 159; and Brahma 
37; children of, 41-42, 43, 44 
created, 133, 201; and creation 
37, 38, 49, 50, 158; in crematioi 
ground, 53; v. Dak 5 a. 38, 39; dano 
\tandava) of, 47, 48, 53, 119, 120 
122, 203; v. demons, 203; destroy 
47 - 137; and Durga, 95 
- 14, 115; as forester, 41; ant 
Ganges River, 188, 189, 192, 195- 

m f-T ° f ' 36 ' 53 ' 54 = ^d Kali 

116, 118 , 119 - 120 , 122 , 123 , 124 
126 127, 130 , 131, 203; v. Kama 
' ‘ ln ga of, 38, 39, 49, 195, 217; a: 

/ 47, 48; and MahadevI, 133 
142, 164; and Mahavidyas, 162 

icq 164 ' 172 ' anC * Matrkas, 155 
158-159; and Mlnak?!, 202-203 
and mountains, 37, 40, 40, 4 i ; na 
ture of, 47; as non-Brahmanic, 155 
as otherworldly, 46; and Parvatl, 4 
35-36, 41-44, 46-50, 52, 53 - 54 ' 
116, 120, 122, 195; and purusa, 49 , 
and sacrifice, 38, 39, 40; sakti of, 


35-36, 49, 50, 122 ; and SatT, 35, 37, 
38-41, 163, 164, 172, 186; sexuality 
of, 37, 38, 39, 42, 43. 48-49, 52, 
195; sister of, 36; as sky, 50; student 
of, 54, 122; as Tantras source, 122; 
and village goddesses, 203; and 
Vi§nu, 186; in world, 38-39; yoga 
of, 46, 53, 54 
SivadutT, 156 
Sivaji, 109-110 
Siva-purana, 37, 50 
Skanda-purana, 96 
Sky, 8 , 9, 22 , 25, 40, 50 
Sleep, 100 
Smallpox, 204, 211 
Smrtisakti, 59 
SotfasI, 162, 163 
Soma, 6 , 11 , 15, 23, 47 , 58 
Somadeva, 107, 117, 146-147 148 
179 

Songsten gampo, 166 
Sound, 11 ; absolute as, 13; creation 
through, 11 , 13 , 18; reality in, 59 . 
See also Speech 

Speech: goddess of, 11 , 12 , 13, 55 , 57 , 
59; Sarasvatl and, 17-18, 55 , 57 , 
59-60, 62 
Sphota, 13 

s Pmt: endeavor for, 123; pure 49 
58, 92 
Sri , 19-20 

Srl-Lak 5 ml, 3, 18. 19-34, 66 , 78 , 79 , 
95, 114, i 32 i 3 g. as androgynous, 
29, children of, 20 ; compassion of, 
32; and cow, 33; as co-wife, 58; and 
creation, 21, 26-27, 30, 68 ; in de- 
™ 0ns ' 23-25; and Dharma, 23; in 
ur g5 Puja, 33; and elephants, 21 , 
22, 34; fertility of, 4 , 20 , 22 , 23, 26, 
28, 33, 58, 68 ; as fickle, 26, 28; and 
Ganesa, 34; and gods, 23-26; and 
good fortune, 33-34, 68 ; hymns to, 
20, 21 ; and Indra, 23, 25, 27; as Ka- 
roala, 163; and Kubera, 25; Lakstni- 
tantra on, 30 31; and lotus, 21, 22, 
32; as MahadevI, 140; mantra of. 
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30; as mediator, 31-32; as model 
wife, 19, 28-29, 34, nature of, 20- 
21, 26, 28, 31, 32; origin of, 20, 26; 
Pancaratra school on, 29-31; Par- 
vatl compared to, 35, 36; as perfec¬ 
tion, 21; as prakfti, 31; as royal, 4, 
19, 20, 23, 28, 68; as sakti, 30, 31; 
and SarasvatT, 58; and social order, 
29; and Soma, 23; SrT-sukta on, 20; 
Sri Vai$nava school on, 29, 31-32, 
54; in Vedic texts, 19, 20; and Vi$nu, 
19, 26, 27, 28-29, 30, 31-32, 34, 65, 
91, 179; and wealth, 19, 25, 32, 33, 
34, 58; worshiped, 20-21, 30, 32- 
34; and Yak$as, 25-26 
Srinivas, M. N., 77 
SrT-sukta, 20 

Sri Vai?flavism, 36; on duty, 31; on 
§rI-Lak§mT, 29, 31-32; on Vi$nu, 31 
Sruti, 6 

Subandhu, 165 
Subjugation, rituals of, 172 
Sudarsana, 139 
§udraka, 155 

Suicide: ritual, 145-146; Satl's, 35, 38, 
39, 40-41, 163, 186 
Kumbha, 96, 101, 102, 118, 119, 156, 
158 

Surabhi, 152 
Suratha, 139 
Surya (sun), 6, 7, 15 
Surya, 15 

Suttee, 35, 40-41. See also Satl, sui¬ 
cide of 

Svarga-sopana-sarani, 193 
Swan, 62 

Tama si, 100 

Tamil: culture/epics, 145, 201, 202; 
Durga in, 114-115; goddess, 198; 
Savism, 53-54 

Tavtfava. See Siva, dance of 
Tantras, 54, 122 
Tantra-sdra, 171 

Tantrism, 172, 177; duality in, 124; 
goddess in, 122; hero (practitioner) 


of, 123, 124, 125, 126; Hindu, 171; 
Kali in, 122-123, 124, 125, 126- 
127, 147, 164; left-handed, 122, 
123, 171; Mahavidyas in, 164; man - 
dalas in, 21; mok$a in, 123; reality 
in, 122; ritual in, 123-124; Tara in, 
165, 167, 170-171 

Tapas. See Asceticism/ascetic aus¬ 
terities 

Tara, 162, 165-172; blood sacrifices 
to, 171; as cheater of death, 167, 
168, 172; as compassion, 165-166, 
167; described, 167-168, 170, 171, 
172; forms of, 166, 168, 170-171; 
function of, 166; in Hinduism, 171- 
172; hymns to, 166, 167, 168, 170; 
Kali as, 165, 171-172; as Maha- 
vidya, 172; mantra of, 170; origin 
of, 166; powers of, 168, 170; and 
rituals, 172; Sadhanamdld on, 171; 
as savior, 165-167; in Tantrism, 
165, 167, 170-171; as Tara Kuru- 
kulla, 170, 172; in Tibetan Bud¬ 
dhism, 165-167, 171, 172; Vasava- 
dattd on, 165; worshiped, 166-167, 
168, 170, 171 
Taraka, 37, 41-42, 43 
Tara Kurukulla, 170, 172 
Tdraralnasyavxttika, 171 
Tdra-tantra , 171 

Tibet, 165; Buddhism in, 165-167, 
171, 172, 177 

TTrthas, 184, 185, 186, 192, 193 
Tiwari, J. N., 176 
Tortoise, 27, 67 
Tripura Bhairavi, 147, 163 
Tripurasundarl, 163 
TulsT Das, 78, 79, 80 
Turner, Victor, 207, 209 
Tva$tr, 6, 16 

Uma Haimavatl, 36 
Upani$ads, 136 
Upa-purdnas, 96 

U$as, 9, 17, 18; as cow, 7; as dawn, 
7, 8, 14; as light, 7; and Ratrl, 14; 




280 


INDEX 


in Rg-veda, 6-7; and rta, 7-8; and 
wealth, 7 


Vac, 11-12, 13, 17-18, 55 
VagdevT, 57, 59 
VagTsa, 59 
Vaimitra, 152 

Vai§navT, 156, 159. See also Maha- 
devl 


Vai§navism. 179, 181; on adultery, 
89; on avataras, 138; Bengal, 3, 81, 
89, 90, 91; on divine intervention, 
102; Puranas in, 37, 83; on Radha, 
3, 89, 90, 91 
Vajasneyi-samhita, 66 
VajrayoginT, 172-173, 175 
Vakpati, 117 


Vallabhacarins, 81, 89 

ValmTki, 65, 66, 72, 78, 79, 80, 108 

Vdmana-purdna, 58, 119, 156, 158 

Vardha-purana, 159 

Varahl, 156, 157, 159 

Varuna, 6, 8, 9, 10 

VarunanI, 17 

Vasavadattd, 165 

Vasuki, 27, 67 

Vayu, 97 

Vedagarbha, 60 

Vedanta, 54 


Vedanta Desika, 31 
Vedas (Vedic texts), 1; Aryan: 
55-56; on Durga, 18, 95; on 
desses, 1, 2 , 6-18; lack one : 
goddess, 18; on Matfkas, 151 
oarasvatT, 11 , 55, 56, 57; on 
18 ' 65; on Srl-Lak$ml, 19, 21 
sruti, 6; Vac creates, 12. See 
Brahmanas; Rg-veda 
Vedic: Aryans, 55, 56; sacrif 
ritual, 178 


VenTsamhara, 82 
Vidyapati, 86 
Vilasavati, 155-156 


Village goddesses, 2, 3, 197-211; as 
ambivalent, 198, 200, 201, 208-209; 
and catastrophe, 198, 204-205, 207, 


208, 209, 211; as celibate, 202; 
character of, 197-198, 201; and 
death, 198, 206, 208; and demons, 
205, 206, 208; and disease, 155, 

198, 204, 205, 208, 209, 211; as dis¬ 
ruptive, 198, 200, 203, 204, 205, 
206-208, 209, 211;* festivals for, 

199, 202, 204-208, 209; as guard¬ 
ians, 199, 203, 204, 208, 209; as in¬ 
dependent, 202, 203, 204; and in¬ 
justices to women, 200-202, 205; 
male consorts of, 201-202; Matrkas 
as, 155, 160; in myths, 200-204; in 
North India, 197, 204, 211; as order, 
203, 204; origins of, 200-201; 
rooted in village, 198-200; and 
Siva, 203; in South India, 197, 198, 

200, 202; symbolic marriage of, 199; 
worshiped, 20-21, 198, 199, 200 
204-208 

Vinata, 152 
Vindhyas, 99 

VindhyavasinI, 99, 107, 117 
Vlrabhadra, 38 

Viraha. See Love in separation 
Viraja, 94 
Virginity, 202 
Visakha, 90 

Vi?nu, 21, 25, 38, 78, 109, 154, 176; 
as androgynous, 29; and Bali, 188; 
Bhagavad-glta on, 102 ; and 
BhudevI, 179; as boar, 152, 181; 
and churning-ocean myth, 27; as 
cosmic king, 181; as cosmic ser¬ 
pent, 67; and creation, 30, 67-68, 
161; creation/birth of, 93, 133, 201; 
descends in forms ( avataras ) 26, 27, 
28, 42, 67, 102, 138, 156, 159, 161- 
162, 179 ( 181, 188; as divine king, 
27-28; and Durga, 96, 97, 100-101, 
102, 104; as dwarf, 28, 188; and 
Ganges River, 188-189, 192, 196: 
grace of, 31, 32; and Kali, 122; as 
Kr$na, 83-84; and Mahadevl, 133, 
138, 139; maintains order, 28, 137, 
161; as man-lion, 152, 159, 181: 
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in medieval period, 27-28; and Pr- 
thivl, 9, 17; sakti of, 30, 31; and 
SarasvatT, 58, 59; and SatT, 186; 
and Siva, 186; and SrT-Lak$mI, 19, 
26, 27, 28-29, 30, 31-32, 34, 65, 91, 
179; Sri Vai$navism on, 31; as tor¬ 
toise, 67; yoga of, 186 
Visnudhannottara-purana, 159 
Vi$nu-purana, 28, 29, 96, 176 
VisvadharinT, 133 
Visvadhika, 133 
Visvagarbha, 133 
Visvakarama, 9 
Visvakarman, 6 
Visvarupa, 60 
Visvarupa, 16 
Vivasvat, 16 

Vraja, 81, 82, 83, 84, 85, 94 
Vratas, 33 

Vrtra, 11, 16, 67, 109, 188 
VyapinI, 133 

Whitehead, Henry, 197-198 
Woman: daughter-in-law role of, 77, 
113-114; as faithful, 40, 41; injus¬ 
tice to, 65, 200-202, 205; as model 


wife and mother, 19, 28-29, 34, 65, 
70-78, 79, 80; in religion, 1-2 ; sta¬ 
tus/role of, 76-77, 99, 113, 114 


Yajur-veda , 12 
Yak$as, 25-26, 34 
Yak$Is, 16 
Yama, 16, 97 
Yarn!, 16 
Yamuna, 192 

Yasatilaka, 107, 117, 146-147, 148, 
179 

Yasoda, 83, 91 

Yasovarman, 107 

Yoga, 52, 135; Siva's, 46, 53, 54; 

Vi$nu's, 186 
Yogim-t antra, 122 
Yogisvarl, 359 

Yoni, 49, 52, 216, 217; SatT's, 38, 39, 
40, 186, 187 
Yudhi§thira, 107, 108 


Zhob Valley, 212-213, 214 
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Of related interest: 


ENCOUNTERING KALI 
In the margins, at the center, in the west 

Eds. Rachel Fell, McDermott & Jeffrey J. Kripal . 

Encountering Kali explores one of the most remarkable divinities 
the world has seen. The Hindu goddess Kali is simultaneously 
understood as a blood thirsty warrior, a deity of ritual possession, a 
Tantric sexual partner, and an all loving, compassionate mother. 
Responding to this phenomenon, Me Dermott and Kripal’s volume 
focuses on the complexities involved in interpreting Kali in both hei 
indigenous South Asian settings and her more recent Western 
incarnations. 

KALI 

The Black Goddess of Dakshineswar 

Elizabeth U. Harding 

The concept of the Mother Goddess in the West-the meek, ever lov¬ 
ing, patiently suffering female-is very different than the image ol Kali 
in the Hindu pantheon. The Dakshineswar Temple in India is de¬ 
voted to the worship of Ma Kali, and this book tells all about the 
temple and how Kali is worshipped there-her festivals, her daily ritu¬ 
als. This is a living story, and one of inspiration. 

DEVIMAHATMYAM 
In Praise of the Goddess 

Tr. & Comm. Devadatla Kali 

This spiritual classic, written about 16 centuries ago by author 01 
authors unknown, remains the central text for worshippers of the 
Hindu Devi, the Divine Mother. The Devimahatmya addresses the 
perennial questions of the nature of the universe, human-kind, and 
divinity. Written in the form of a narrative of a dispossessed king, a 
merchant betrayed by the family he loves, and a seer, it presents a 
trilogy of myths concerning the all-powerful Divine Mother, Durga. 
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